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The rural brain drain, an event wherein a rural locale’s educated youth outmigrates, is speculated to be the root cause of nonmetropolitan human capital exhaustion.
This study promotes the speculation that community colleges hold promise in reversing
the brain drain, as they are primed to elevate the human capital level of stayers while
offering programs of interest through which job opportunities may be made available to
those who choose to leave. This study was developed to ascertain whether any
differences existed in stayers’ and leavers’ perceptions of several community college
facets, such as perceived learning gains, initial impressions, student-institution bond,
institutional fit, and intent to leave. A quantitative study was designed, and independent ttests were utilized in order to test whether any significant differences existed between the
populations of “would-be-stayers” and “would-be-leavers.” A web-based survey entitled
the Student Community College Perception Instrument was emailed to all currentlyenrolled students at a single, rural community college in the Southeastern United States.
Responses were collected from 310 students who were enrolled full-time. Roughly 79%
of students who participated in the study lived in one of the counties within the
community college district; of these, approximately 57% chose that they planned on

leaving the area, whilst 43% indicated they planned to stay. Of the remaining
participants, 65% planned to leave the area in which they currently resided (outside of the
college district), while 35% who did not live in the district were planning to stay. All 4 of
these groups rated 32 statements concerning their perceptions of the community college.
Significant differences were found between the leavers and stayers, as the stayers were
less likely than leavers to transfer or withdraw from the college within 6 months, more
positively perceived that the college offered academic programs they were interested in,
and that the college was assisting them in developing more self-confidence and helping to
make them aware of diversity issues, while preparing them to be future leaders. Overall,
the stayers had more positive perceptions concerning their initial impressions of the
college, their institutional fit, the student-community college bond, and their perceived
learning gains.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Background of the Study
The rural brain drain, as the issue has been agreeably termed, describes the case of
rural America’s educated youth leaving for larger cities, and perhaps better jobs and
better schools. Once a significant portion of an area’s educated youth leaves, the
community is left with a dwindling percentage of human capital, which in turn leads to
the downturn of other reliable resources (Carr & Kefalas, 2009). Small towns and
communities across the nation are dying, and the rural brain drain is speculated to be a
root cause of it (Artz, 2003). When the younger population leaves an area, so too do area
businesses, dentists, doctors, and the like; on the contrary, counties that experience
growing human capital levels enjoy more businesses and amenities (Waldorf, 2009). To
understand fully the brain drain and to propose hopeful solutions, one must identify the
scope and true causes of it. Only then can researchers appreciate why certain individuals
leave and how to entice them to stay, while at the same time turning their eyes upon those
who choose to stay in the first place. One possible solution that will be discussed is how
community colleges local to a certain area can plug the brain drain of that particular
locale by offering leavers an enticement to stay or come back, and by offering the stayers
programs of worth. The term “leavers” is used to refer to those who choose to leave the
locale in search of something else, be it educational opportunities, job placement, or other
1

noteworthy reasons. “Stayers” are those who either choose to stay, are required to stay, or
have no real option of leaving. Many stayers may wish to remain in the area, while others
might rather leave but cannot.
Theoretical Framework
First, a deserving look is granted to the reasons certain areas of the country appear
to flourish, while others dwindle into eventual non-existence. Much work has been done
on the population growth of metropolitan areas (Chen & Rosenthal, 2008; Gottlieb &
Fogarty, 2003), while very little has been devoted to understanding why certain
nonmetropolitan areas grow (Winters, 2011). It would be noteworthy to study the growth
of nonmetropolitan areas, however, for if one can understand how a few nonmetropolitan
areas grow in population, then perhaps that understanding could be used by other areas
which wish to increase in size. Older studies investigated how natural capital and
employers supported population growth, but what should a nonmetropolitan area do once
it has exhausted the marketing of those resources (Sachs & Warner, 1995; Vemuri &
Costanza, 2006)? Researchers seem to be in conflict on whether or not natural capital
actually leads to an increase in human capital. For example, Sachs and Warner (1995)
discovered that a negative relationship existed between natural and human capital, while
Vemuri and Costanza (2006) state that “it appears that natural capital has a unique
relationship with life satisfaction” (p. 128), whilst noting the importance natural capital
has on human and social capital in relation to overall satisfaction of life. Further, a recent
meta-analysis of several development-based studies found that the amount of natural
resources an area lays claim to has very little effect on the long-term economic growth of
the region (Havranek, Horvath, & Zeynalov, 2016). Havranek et al. (2016) state the
2

following concerning their analysis of 33 empirical papers: “approximately 40% of them
report a negative and statistically significant effect, another 40% report no effect, and the
remaining 20% report a positive and statistically significant effect of natural resources
upon economic growth” (p. 20). It is an outdated trend for towns to solely rely on their
natural capital to sustain population growth. Thus, much research is now turning towards
a view of how higher education funnels population growth in nonmetropolitan and
metropolitan areas (Carlino, 1995; Carlino & Mills, 1987). Carlino (1995) states that
Within a nation, the higher density of population and employment in cities
promotes educational spillovers that keep productivity in cities growing
indefinitely at a rate greater than outside cities. If so, rising educational attainment
may promote continuing rapid economic growth. (p. 16)
Carlino (1995) continues the discussion, leading to how productivity growth is based
upon the development of human capital. Human capital is defined as “the collective
skills, knowledge, or other intangible assets of individuals that can be used to create
economic value for the individuals, their employers, or their community”
(Dictionary.com, 2018). It is important to note that educational attainment has been
identified as a key way that individuals improve their human capital levels (Gungor,
2010).
In dealing with the rural brain drain as a whole, research tends to focus on why
people are leaving and which rural, or nonmetropolitan, areas are decreasing. However,
it is important to first notice that some nonmetropolitan areas are actually increasing in
size. Winters (2010) discovered that nonmetropolitan areas wherein higher educational
institutions are located do in fact increase in size: “virtually all the relationship between
3

human capital and nonmetropolitan county in-migration between 1995 and 2000 is due to
the in-migration of students enrolled in higher education” (p. 3). He goes on to state that
“persons not enrolled in higher education are not moving to high human capital counties
in large numbers” (p. 3), suggesting that the brain drain, and with it the population
growth of metropolitan areas, is not always due to adults not enrolled in higher education
moving to a new city; rather, growth and decline is closely tied to educated individuals
moving to an area wherein a higher educational institution is present (Winters, 2010).
Winters (2010) goes on to suggest the following concerning nonmetropolitan growth:
“the local level of human capital causes non-metropolitan counties to grow because of
students moving in for higher education and then staying after their education is
complete” (p. 3). Perhaps, then, community colleges (along with universities) would be a
good source to tie hopeful population growth to in areas that are experiencing a brain
drain.
Most of the research on this issue, however, has focused on locales of higher
education, meaning 4-year universities (Blackwell, Cobb, & Weinberg, 2002; Goldstein
& Drucker, 2006; Drucker & Goldstein, 2007; Gottleib & Fogarty, 2003; Winters, 2010).
Furthermore, much of the research mentioned does not specify what is deemed “college
educated” (as in, a student having earned a baccalaureate or associate’s degree). Thus,
there appears to be a large gap wherein community college ties should be considered. If
universities seem to increase the population growth of an area (nonmetropolitan and
metropolitan), it would seem that rural areas in which a community college resides
should technically be seeing a boost in population growth as well.
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Next, one should consider to what extent educational tracking affects students’
desires to leave or remain in a certain area. The implication here includes the reminder
for rural citizens and high school counselors and teachers to stop urging their students to
go elsewhere in search of educational opportunities in higher education (Carr & Kefalas,
2009; Gibbs, 1995; Winters, 2011). These educational opportunities often can be found
at the local community college or university. In fact, in Rosenbaum’s 1976 book, Making
inequality: The hidden curriculum of high school tracking, he suggests that
Choice is the result of a complex interaction… and it must be measured in terms
of real options the students are offered, the information they are given about the
options, and the degree to which they are permitted to choose options. (p. 125)
This study will attempt to address the question of whether community college
attendees are loyal to the community college they attend, and by extension, seek to
understand if the students wish to remain local to the area in which the institution resides,
and whether or not rural students feel pressure to “leave” in search of education
elsewhere, instead of possibly being shown the options available to them at the local
community college. Some research has touched on why the “college educated” move on
or stay, but little has been done to understand the reasons community college attendees
leave or stay in their local areas to attend institutions of higher learning (Fiore et al.,
2014; Rerat, 2014). In a noteworthy study, Vianden and Barlow (2014) examined
university students’ perceptions of the institution they were enrolled in to better predict
and understand student loyalty. They deployed the Student University Loyalty Instrument
(SULI) in order to better ascertain students’ relations to the university through questions
concerning institutional fit, perceptions of learning gains, and initial impressions of the
5

college, among others. Vianden and Barlow (2014) believed that if students were strongly
committed and had a favorable perception of the university, that they then would be more
likely to remain enrolled through degree completion. Research of this nature has yet to be
attempted at the community college level. This study will investigate the perceptions of
students who are degree-seeking community college attendees in order to identify the
reasons behind why degree seekers choose to stay in or leave their hometowns.
The brain drain does seem to build upon itself: a slow drain begins, yet quickens
as more and more individuals, and then businesses, leave. Waldorf (2009) explains that
an area’s tendency to attract and keep human capital depends on the already active
presence of human capital. Therefore, at the beginning of the brain drain, when an area’s
human capital begins to decrease due to educated individuals leaving the area, the brain
drain begins to increase as more and more of an area’s human capital leaves, therefore
harming the chance of in-migration of human capital to an already dwindling locale.
This implies, again, that rural areas need to do what they can to keep the remaining
portion of human capital; only then can they begin to attempt to attract new levels of
human capital. It is an accepted fact that educational attainment strengthens human
capital; Olaniyan and Okemakinde (2008) touch on this in their description of human
capital theory, stating “human capital theory emphasizes how education increases the
productivity and efficiency of workers by increasing the level of cognitive stock of
economically productive human capability, which is a product of innate abilities and
investment in human beings” (p. 479). Many rural areas have begun to take action in
order to address this exodus of human capital; for example, a recent bill entitled the
“Brain Drain Tax Credit” was recently introduced in the state of Mississippi in hopes of
6

curtailing the brain drain. This bill, which has yet to be passed, would provide recent
baccalaureate degree attainers three years of income tax exemption if they would remain
in the state to work (Kittredge, 2018). However, as 553 of the nation’s community
colleges reside in rural locales, a reverse in the brain drain could be envisioned by
focusing efforts on increasing the level of educational attainment by individuals through
the community college system, who would then subsequently remain in the local area as
they contribute to the area’s human capital levels (Rural Community College Alliance,
2018). The “Brain Drain Tax Credit,” as currently proposed, would only benefit college
graduates holding a baccalaureate degree instead of an associate’s degree.
The Reasons Behind Why People Choose to Stay or Leave
There are two avenues worthy of mentioning. One is the tendency of rural locals
to urge the youth to leave the area in order to be able to “find” better opportunities
(school or work related; Artz, 2003). Second, as older research has focused on, rural
areas could do a better job of promoting already available avenues such as natural capital,
the presence of niche businesses, the rural life style, etc. (Carlino & Mills, 1987). Fiore et
al. (2014) find that simple, every-day commodities such as health care and the
availability of a supermarket, are high indicators of whether or not university graduates
choose to stay in an area or leave. Again, here, the research has focused on college
graduates rather than high school seniors or community college attendees, showcasing yet
another large gap in the current body of research available. As Chen and Rosenthal
(2008) find, young, educated individuals, regardless of marital status, choose cities based
on the availability and types of businesses in an area, while older individuals choose the
availability of various markets and climates when choosing to move to a new locale. So,
7

perhaps rural residents have the ability to “tap” into existing potential through which they
could in turn use to inspire their rural youth to stay and further build the area.
As an ever-increasing number of local youths remain and seek educational
opportunities closer to home, it is presumed they will begin to earn jobs in the area
(which would then slowly bring other businesses, factories, etc. to the area’s budding
workforce supply), therefore increasing the area’s human capital levels, while building
greater political backbones for the area (Glaeser, Kolko, & Saiz, 2001; Shapiro, 2006). In
addition, educated youth are prime prospects to join local political offices in rallying
support for rural towns (Carr & Kefalas, 2008). Along this line, Shapiro (2006) suggests
that areas that have a high population of educated individuals “experience more rapid
growth in the quality of life,” possibly “because educated individuals spur the growth of
consumption amenities…or because their influence on the political process leads to
desirable outcomes such as reductions in crime and pollution” (p. 324). Once an area’s
human capital levels begin to rise, the effect is nearly self-propelling. As Waldorf (2009)
and Winters (2011) separately find, the more human capital an area has, the more likely it
is to self-propel and increase the supply. Specifically, through a study sampling over 300
United States’ counties’ population of non-migrants (stayers) and in-migrants (movers),
Waldorf (2009) found that the inflow of highly educated individuals is directly tied to the
educational level of the population who “stayed” in the area. Waldorf’s (2009) study
would do well to be repeated in other areas of the nation, with the sample specifically
being tied to community college areas and those with associate’s degrees. Furthermore,
Partridge, Rickman, Ali, and Olfert (2008) find that indeed, one can no longer simply
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suggest that local amenities are what “movers” are after – whether or not an individual
graduates from college has much to do with where and why they move.
Thus far, many studies have only focused on “educated” as encompassing those
who hold bachelor’s degrees (and sometimes master’s or doctoral degrees), while little
has been done on finding the causes and reasons why those who hold an associate’s
degree leave or stay in an area (Drucker & Goldstein, 2007; Groen, 2004). Community
colleges enroll approximately half of all students who begin college in the United States
and operate in each state of the nation, with 64% of the colleges serving rural areas
(Cohen & Brawer, 2008; Rural Community College Alliance, 2018). Since the rural brain
drain occurs in rural areas where there is likely a community college close in proximity,
but perhaps not a 4-year university, it stands to be reasoned that more research such as
that aforementioned should be done to showcase what these colleges can do for an area in
despair. In fact, in a study that included over 2,000 rural counties in America, it was
discovered that counties which contained well-established community colleges
experienced greater job growth than those counties without one (Crookston & Hooks,
2012). If more citizens knew the potential that the community colleges hold, perhaps
more ideas could be spawned that would save an area in desperation.
Another niche in the research has been one wherein researchers wish to
investigate why certain individuals move back to their hometowns and why others leave
and never return. In an older study, DaVanzo (1983) finds that the farther away an
individual moves, there is a greater possibility that that person will “return” back home.
Thus, the farther away a person has moved, the more likely that person is to move back
home. This makes sense if one looks at individuals or families who move an hour or two
9

away from where they grew up; an hour or so away still allows the individual to visit
home often, while an individual nine hours away will rarely get to visit family, and thus
might one day move back home.
Locales wherein a university is located stand to be alleviated from the pressures
and strains of present or future “brain drain;” recent migration reports for the state of
Mississippi show that of the six counties that experienced a larger influx of migrants in
the 2000s, five contain university campuses (Desoto, Lafayette, Oktibbeha, Forrest, and
Lamar counties; netmigration.wisc.edu, 2018). A study on educational sorting and the
contributions of such to the brain drain (Petrin, Schafft, and Meece, 2014) found that
“average” students “who report planning to attend a 4-year college or university are more
likely to be classified as Leavers versus Stayers” (p. 312), suggesting that students are
leaving rural areas to attend universities, but not necessarily leaving locales wherein a
university is present. However, little has been done to research the effects of the presence
of a community college in a rural locale, nor has much been researched on the assessment
of migration patterns from the point of view of community college students. Researchers
do note, however, that
rural community colleges traditionally play a dominant role in the educational,
cultural, and social aspects of rural life. They are often the center for rural
community and economic development and the primary catalyst for improving the
quality of rural life. (Commission on Small/Rural Community Colleges, 1992, p.
3)
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Since the rural brain drain is less likely to take place in an area with a university,
one must ask, then, why the majority of research on population increase in relation to
institutions of higher learning has been drawn to that thread (Drucker & Goldstein, 2007).
Blackwell, Cobb, and Weinberg (2002) carried out a significant study of the contributions
of institutions of higher learning to human capital improvement and the economic impact
of such, but they only discussed 4-year universities in metropolitan areas. Donehower,
Hogg, and Schell (2007) found that rural American schools comprise roughly 67% of
public educational institutions. An estimated 39% of undergraduates attended a 2-year
college for the 2015-2016 school term (Community College Research Center, 2018).
Nonmetropolitan areas with a university should fare better in the brain drain, and alreadypresent populations of human capital tend to increase the future development of human
capital (Shapiro, 2006). However, the rural brain drain is not as much occurring in towns
with universities; rather, the brain drain is occurring in the rural locales of America –
places that are more likely to be near community colleges, or places that enjoy the
presence of a community college (Artz, 2003). Cavan (1995) suggests the following
concerning community colleges that serve rural America:
In urban areas, community colleges might be allowed to be more selective in what
they provide the community because of other institutions and agencies that are
available to provide cultural, social, and economic development services... In
rural areas, the local community college is the only game in town for economic
development, cultural enrichment, and higher education. (p. 13)
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How have these rural areas fared? How will they fare in the future? How might high
school and community college students feel about migration patterns and why do they
choose to stay or leave? The gaps are large, and with research focused on how
community colleges might plug the drain, these gaps can begin to be filled. Thus, this
study will address whether or not students who deem themselves future leavers or stayers
value the programs the local community college has to offer, whether they feel loyal to
the college and surrounding area, and whether or not they are aware of the opportunities
and programs, and therefore possible jobs, available to them through the college postgraduation. In addressing these questions, the study will attempt to fill the deficiencies in
the studies referenced above.
Statement of the Problem
This study addresses one issue surrounding the rural brain drain and poses the
question: Can community college programs effectively help to begin to stop the rural
brain drain by either offering programs of worth to those who remain behind, or by
offering programs and incentives to those who initially intend to leave? Carr and Kefalas
(2009) did an immersive study in an attempt to further understand the rural brain drain,
and in doing so defined the qualities of what makes an individual a “leaver” or a “stayer,”
and proposed several ideas of why individuals choose to leave or stay in a locale.
However, they did not question whether the leavers or stayers would have changed their
minds depending on whether the local community college had programs and
opportunities that the individuals in question would benefit from. Similarly, key studies
addressing whether the presence of higher education institutions benefits the population
growth of an area neglect to include any locales wherein a community college would be
12

found (Blackwell, Cobb, & Weinberg, 2002; Goldstein & Drucker, 2006; Drucker &
Goldstein, 2007; Winters, 2011;). The research problem, thus, is determining students’
loyalty to their local community college and their perceptions of the community college
and its programs, with the goal of exploring whether community colleges specifically can
assist with alleviating the brain drain, either by the implementation and marketing of
promising programs for students who would otherwise leave a locale, or by offering
educational opportunities to grow the human capital of those who choose to stay in an
area. If leavers would decide to remain in an area to further their education, and therefore
improve their human capital levels, and the human capital of “stayers,” who could then
better contribute to the community’s level of human capital, can be improved, then
perhaps more businesses and opportunities would develop in the area, beginning the
reversal of the brain drain.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to investigate community college students’
perceptions of the community college that they attend through a survey targeting the
loyalty of students. The survey used in this study is entitled the Student Community
College Perception Instrument, which has been adapted for this study from a preexisting
survey (the SULI) created by Vianden and Barlow (2014). The original survey was used
to study the perceptions of university students only and has yet to be utilized at the
community college level. The students were asked to identify whether they planned to
leave the area or remain; they were then asked to respond to a series of questions
concerning their perception of the college and its programs, the student-community
college bond, and their perceived learning gains. The results of the survey were analyzed
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to see what perceptions the self-identified leavers and stayers had concerning the
institution of higher learning that they were enrolled in to see if their perceptions of such
differ. This could shed light on whether community colleges are a viable resource in
assisting rural areas in closing the rural brain drain. This study addressed the problem of
the rural brain drain by surveying community college students on various aspects related
to the choices one has in choosing a college to attend, whether the institution is a good fit
and if it impacts the student in regards to career advancement, and the decisions students
face upon graduation from the community college to further their education and pursue a
career, and the choices of locale in regards to these questions. The implementation of a
survey is specifically helpful here, as it will allow the study to shed light on the choices
students make when deciding to leave or stay in an area. If one can better understand the
reasoning behind these decisions and whether or not community colleges can alleviate the
brain drain by offering key programs and opportunities, then rural locales might have a
better chance at reversing the brain drain within their own towns by better marketing the
opportunities afforded by community colleges.
Research Questions
In order to investigate whether community colleges hold promise in halting or
possibly reversing the brain drain, the following research questions were developed by
the researcher.
Research Question 1: To what extent are there significant differences in
perceptions of “intent to leave” as measured by the Student Community College
Perception Instrument for self-identified “leavers” and “stayers?”
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Research Question 2: To what extent are there significant differences in
perceptions of “initial impressions” as measured by the Student Community College
Perception Instrument for self-identified “leavers” and “stayers?”
Research Question 3: To what extent are there significant differences in
perceptions of “institutional fit” as measured by the Student Community College
Perception Instrument for self-identified “leavers” and “stayers?”
Research Question 4: To what extent are there significant differences in
perceptions of “student-community college bond” as measured by the Student
Community College Perception Instrument for self-identified “leavers” and “stayers?”
Research Question 5: To what extent are there significant differences in
perceptions of “perceived learning gains” as measured by the Student Community
College Perception Instrument for self-identified “leavers” and “stayers?”
Definitions of Key Terms
1. Achievers: students who are high-achieving in school, who, according to Carr and
Kefalas (2009), are the ones that a rural town “champions,” stating “the ‘best kids’
are the high-achieving, most-likely-to-succeed students destined for highly regarded
colleges” (p. 29). Carr and Kefalas (2009) further distinguish this group from the
others, adding that achievers “generally do not come home” (p. 29).
2. Brain drain: “the out-migration of young, college-educated workers from the nation’s
rural areas” (Artz, 2003, p. 11).
3. Leavers: two groups are identified by Carr and Kefalas (2009): the “achievers” and
the “seekers” (both are defined separately – see “achievers” above and “seekers”
below).
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4. Rural location: generally, researchers and U.S. government entities first define the
meaning of urban areas using population density or geographic terms; only then is
“rural” sometimes given its own definition. Nine definitions of “rural” exist within
the Census Bureau’s explanation on “census places” (United States Department of
Agriculture’s Economic Research Service, 2018, section entitled “Rural Definitions:
Data Documentation and Methods”). It is noted that for statistical purposes, the fourth
definition is the most reliable and is the “official Federal definition” (United States
Department of Agriculture’s Economic Research Service, 2018, “Three definitions
based on Census Urban Areas,” para. 1). The nine definitions, as stated by the United
States Department of Agriculture’s Economic Research Service (2018, “Rural
Definitions: Data Documentation and Methods”) are:
A. “Rural definition #1 - All areas outside Census places with 2,500 or more
people.”
B. “Rural definition #2 – All areas outside Census places with 10,000 or more
people.”
C. “Rural definition #3 – All areas outside Census places with 50,000 or more
people.”
D. “Rural definition #4 – All areas outside of urban areas. This places the upper
limit of rural at 2,500, since urban areas must have at least 2,500 people.”
E. “Rural definition #5 – All areas outside urban areas with 10,000 or more
people.”
F. “Rural definition #6 – All areas outside urban areas with 50,000 or more
people.”
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G. “Rural definition #7 – All counties outside metropolitan areas in 2003 (based
on 2000 census data.”
H. “Rural definition #8 – Census tracts with 2000 RUCA codes 4 through 10.”
I. “Rural definition #9 – Locations outside places of 50,000 or more people and
their associated urbanized areas.”
5. Seekers: Carr and Kefalas (2009) set seekers apart from “achievers” by suggesting
that seekers are “local kids of modest means who didn’t excel academically and
weren’t encouraged by adults” (p. 95).
6. Stayers: students who remain in a rural locale, rather than seeking opportunities
(educational or career) elsewhere; stayers may choose to enroll in local institutions of
higher education. Carr and Kefalas (2009) describe the typical stayers as those who
enjoy work (rather than school), fare poorly in school, and whose parents “found it
easier to believe in work than in school” (pp. 62-63).
7. Urban location: “core census block groups or blocks that have a population density of
at least 1,000 people per square mile and surrounding census blocks that have an
overall density of at least 500 people per square mile” (United States Census Bureau,
2018). The definition is broken down further into two categories, per the United
Census Bureau (2018):
A. Urbanized Areas (UAs) “of 50,000 or more people.”
B. Urban Clusters (UCs) “of at least 2,500 and less than 50,000 people.”
8. Workforce education: sometimes referred to as vocational or occupational education,
workforce education represents the programs offered by community colleges that
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generally lead to employment (Cohen & Brawer, 2008). The “employment” may be
in any of several varying fields, such as business, manufacturing, agriculture, sales,
industrial fields, engineering, etc.
Overview of Method
This study employs the use of an electronic Qualtrics© survey dispersed via email
to students enrolled at a single community college located in the Southeastern portion of
the United States. The target respondents vary in age, but all will be considered attendees
of the college and will either hold the status of a college freshman or sophomore. It is
intended for the survey to reach students across all disciplines at the college, and thus
should include responses from students enrolled in traditional courses as well as
workforce education courses.
The survey was emailed to all college students currently enrolled at the time of
survey dispersal, and thus no sampling procedures were needed due to the small
enrollment numbers at the school. The community college in question serves a rural 5county area in a state located in the Southeastern United States. The target district was
chosen purposefully, as the communities served are mainly rural, and the college itself
resides wholly in a rural area. Survey responses were collected electronically and were
analyzed using software provided by the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
(SPSS) Version 25.0. The survey included the following six sections, arranged in order:
Demographics, Intent to Leave, Initial Impressions of the Community College,
Institutional Fit, Student-Community College Bond, and Perceived Learning Gains. Five
research questions have been developed, corresponding with each of the five main
subsections of the Student Community College Perception Instrument. Table one
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provides the research questions, corresponding survey items, and the data analysis
procedure utilized for each.
Table 1
Research Questions, Survey Questions, and Data Analysis Procedures
Research questions

Survey items

To what extent are there significant
differences in perceptions of “intent
to leave” as measured by the Student
Community College Perception
Instrument for self-identified
“leavers” and “stayers?”
To what extent are there significant
differences in perceptions of “initial
impressions” as measured by the
Student Community College
Perception Instrument for selfidentified “leavers” and “stayers?”
To what extent are there significant
differences in perceptions of
“institutional fit” as measured by the
Student Community College
Perception Instrument for selfidentified “leavers” and “stayers?”
To what extent are there significant
differences in perceptions of
“student-community college bond” as
measured by the Student Community
College Perception Instrument for
self-identified “leavers” and
“stayers?”
To what extent are there significant
differences in perceptions of
“perceived learning gains” as
measured by the Student Community
College Perception Instrument for
self-identified “leavers” and
“stayers?”

Section 1, questions 1-13
Section 2, questions 1-3

Section 1, questions 1-13
Section 3, questions 1-9

Section 1, questions 1-13
Section 4, questions 1-4

Section 1, questions 1-13
Section 5, questions 1-8

Section 1, questions 1-13
Section 6, questions 1-8
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Data analysis
procedure utilized
Descriptive statistics
(percentages, mean,
and standard
deviation)
Independent samples
t-test
Descriptive statistics
(percentages, mean,
and standard
deviation)
Independent samples
t-test
Descriptive statistics
(percentages, mean,
and standard
deviation)
Independent samples
t-test
Descriptive statistics
(percentages, mean,
and standard
deviation)
Independent samples
t-test
Descriptive statistics
(percentages, mean,
and standard
deviation)
Independent samples
t-test

Delimitations of the Study
This study specifically targets only those persons enrolled at a community college
district that serves a rural area in Mississippi, and thus the survey respondents were
current college students enrolled in courses in the spring of 2019. Therefore, the resulting
age range coincidentally is likely to be varietal, as “37 percent of two-year college
students are 21 or younger…nearly half of all students are age 22-39” according to a
2016 web-based report from the American Association of Community Colleges (2018,
“Community college students,” para. 1). Survey respondents will include both males and
females. This target population will allow the researcher to successfully poll community
college students in a rural locale of a mostly rural state who would be able to identify
themselves as either would-be leavers or stayers.
Significance of the Study
This study is intended to question whether students who self-identify as leavers or
stayers value the programs and opportunities available and afforded by a community
college in order to assess whether the students differ on their perception of such, as well
as assess how leavers and stayers perceive the community college, their impressions of
the college, and the perceived “fit” of the student within the college. In doing so, the
researcher hopes to identify reasons for why current community college students choose
to remain or leave a rural location. It is hoped that this study will fill the gaps identified
in the literature wherein community colleges are largely eliminated from research studies.
It is necessary to go farther than assessing college graduates’ perceptions of “leaving” or
“staying” to include current college attendees, as well as go farther in questioning the aid
of educational institutions that are not baccalaureate granting (such as the community
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college). Such existing studies are few in number that include research based on
community college attendees and whether or not the availability of community college
programs and the opportunities afforded by such have any impact on the decisions made
by those attending concerning their futures. If successful, this study will shed light on
whether or not rural community colleges can assist in the closing of the brain drain for
rural America, and in doing so will provide an opportunity to take a closer look at the
“marketing” of the availability of programs offered by the community college, and the
“local” opportunities afforded by them. Community college stakeholders should take
notice and assess whether their programs and opportunities align with those desired by
students, and whether or not the members of the community college organization are
promoting said programs at a level that would drive would-be-leavers to stay, as well as
encourage stayers to elevate their own human capital levels.
Summary
The rural brain drain is a nationwide issue whereby rural locales are diminishing
in population and the availability of markets is decreasing due to the outmigration of a
rural area’s human capital levels as individuals leave in search of educational attainment
and career opportunities (Artz, 2003; Carr & Kefalas, 2009). Many studies have
investigated why metropolitan areas increase in size and some have researched why
certain nonmetropolitan areas grow (Chen & Rosenthal, 2008; Gottlieb & Fogarty, 2003;
Winters, 2010). Others have attempted to identify if an area’s natural capital is able to
increase in-migration, and still others have researched which commodities affect a
“leaver’s” choice of town (Chen & Rosenthal, 2008; Fiore et al., 2014; Havranek et al.,
2016; Partridge et al., 2008; Sachs & Warner, 1995; Vemuri & Costanza, 2006). Further,
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studies have attempted to determine to what extent institutions of higher education
increase the population growth of the areas surrounding the institutions (Carlino, 1995;
Winters, 2010). However, the majority of research has focused on how 4-year
educational institutions drive population growth and migration (Blackwell et al., 2002,
Goldstein & Drucker, 2006; Drucker & Goldstein, 2007; Gottleib & Fogarty, 2003). Very
little has been done to research how and if the presence of a community college can
impact leavers and stayers, and if the community college can drive population growth,
increase human capital levels, and possibly halt the rural brain drain. Crookston & Hooks
(2012), in their study of rural America, found that counties which are home to wellestablished community colleges enjoy increased job growth than those counties without a
community college. And, since over 550 community college districts serve rural locales,
it would be beneficial to know if community colleges could help dwindling rural locales
recover from the brain drain (Rural Community College Alliance, 2018). If community
colleges could offer would-be leavers and stayers with educational programs and
opportunities whereby students could be subsequently employed in the area postgraduation, then the colleges may hold promise in stemming the brain drain. Thus, this
study will attempt to assess if would-be leavers and self-identified stayers differ in their
perception of the community college they are enrolled in, and if they differ on their
assessment of the value of the college and programs offered by it.
Chapter I provides an organization of the study, including the background of the
topic, theoretical framework, statement of the problem, purpose, research questions,
definitions, overview of methodology, delimitations, and the significance of the study.
Chapter II provides a comprehensive literature review related to the topic of study.
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Chapter III provides an overview of the methods and measures used. Chapter IV provides
the data analysis and results of the demographics section and the five main subsections
corresponding to the five research questions that guide the study. Chapter V provides the
summary, conclusions, limitations, and recommendations based upon the research
findings.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
Chapter I of this study provides a thorough overview of the background and
purpose of the study. Chapter Two reviews several aspects related to the rural brain drain
and is informed by the related literature of each. These aspects include (a) the current
state of rural areas within the United States of America, and the location of community
colleges in relation to these rural locales, (b) the varying degrees and differences of
leavers and stayers, and (c) student perceptions of community college programs and their
perceived loyalty to the institution so that one can better assess which strategies aimed at
increasing the current, remaining level of human capital in a singular locale might be
used, as well as possible programs that could alleviate the stresses of the brain drain by
filling a need for would-be-leavers.
The Current State of Rural Locales in the United States
Many researchers tend to exclude institutions of higher learning from their
discussions of rural places (except to note that such institutions exist elsewhere); they
categorize “rural” as being mostly without access to higher education (Carr & Kefalas,
2009). By doing so, they are eliminating the discussion of how community colleges are
integral parts of rural society, and how these portals to higher education can possibly
alleviate the brain drain many rural locales face. To discuss a place of rurality usually
includes not only the figures for population density and distance to an urban center, but
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also brings about a discussion of the “feeling” of being rural and the openness associated
with such. Still, for others, the idea of rurality conjures negative ideas associated with the
rural landscape of the United States. Because the definitions of “rural” are so varied and
widespread, even when considering the census classifications of six rural definitions,
(each based on varying distances to metropolitan areas), it is important to decide for
oneself what “rural” truly means. For the purpose of this study, the focus will be on the
proximity of rural locales from urban ones as the key separator between what is classified
as “rural” versus “urban.” Even this, however, is difficult to use, as there are more than
15 definitions used by federal programs to define rural locales. For example, “thirty
million Census Bureau-defined rural people live in (Office of Management and Budget)
defined metropolitan areas. Twenty million Census Bureau-defined urban people live in
(Office of Management and Budget) defined nonmetropolitan areas” (Flora & Flora,
2008, p. 7). So, one must be careful when studying and classifying rural locations. Each
of the more than 15 federal-guided labels for rural locations is used for establishing
where and how governmental programs specify rural locations from urban ones, so there
is much overlap in the definitions. For this study, the researcher will refer to the most
basic United States Census Bureau (2018) definition of a rural location as any
“population, housing, and territory not included within an urban area” (para. 2).
According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2018) and the Community
College Research Center (2018), approximately 39% of undergraduate students attended
public 2-year colleges for the 2015-2016 school year (approximately nine million
students). Of all public community college districts, 64% are located in rural locations
(553 of the 860 districts), according to the Rural Community College Alliance (2018).
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Population percentages have declined steadily over the last several years for rural
America. The United States Department of Agriculture’s Economic Research Service
summarizes this decline in a recent web-based article by Cromartie (2017) which states,
The number of people living in rural (nonmetro) counties stood at 46.1 million in
July 2016 – 14 percent of all U.S. residents spread across 72 percent of the
Nation’s land area. The rural population declined by 21,000 between July 2015
and July 2016, according to the U.S. Census Bureau’s latest population estimates,
the sixth consecutive year of modest population losses. Although many rural
counties have shown population losses for decades, this is the first period on
record of overall population decline. (para. 1)
Note that the definition for the rural locations referenced above is used for
nonmetropolitan areas defined as counties existing outside of the commuting zones of
cities and does not include those individuals living in typically-classified nonmetropolitan
areas (only particular population counts for specific counties and not general
nonmetropolitan areas overall).
Population Growth of Nonmetropolitan and Metropolitan Areas
Much work has been done on the population growth of metropolitan areas (Chen
& Rosenthal, 2008; Shapiro, 2006), while very little has been devoted to understanding
why certain nonmetropolitan areas grow (Winters, 2011). There are several suggestions
as to why any type of locale experiences a population increase. First, more skilled
workforces tend to spur the existence of consumer businesses which in turn may make an
area more attractive to potential migrants (Shapiro, 2006). Glaeser, Kolko, and Saiz
(2000) suggest that greater population growth is experienced by cities wherein superior
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markets for consumer services and goods are found, stating “cities with more restaurants
and live performance theaters per capita have grown more quickly over the past 20 years”
(pp. 2-3). Shapiro (2006) also notes that “highly educated households may act, through
the political system or privately, to improve the local quality of life” of their town (p.
333). Lastly, Shapiro suggests that “better-educated households are more likely to be
homeowners, and some evidence exists to suggest that homeowners make greater
investments in their local communities” (p. 333). Shapiro (2006), in a study that discusses
each of the hypotheses above, studied census data from 1940-1990 and concluded that “a
10% increase in a metropolitan area’s concentration of human capital was associated with
a 0.8% increase in the area’s employment growth” (p. 324). While Shapiro’s (2006) study
primarily focuses on growth in metropolitan areas, it still does well to shed light on
several growth factors. First, the study “support(s) the presence of a causal effect of
concentrations of college graduates on employment growth, but show(s) no evidence of a
similar effect for high school graduates” (Shapiro, 2006, p. 324). Note that Shapiro does
not define the degree attainment of “college graduates,” which further proves the need for
a study that includes those “college graduates” who possess associate’s degrees. Next,
Shapiro (2006) shows that metropolitan areas wherein a more skilled labor force resides
experience faster growth rate in the housing market as well as an overall growth in
wages. Further, the study “suggests that roughly 60% of the effect of college graduates on
employment growth is due to productivity” with the remaining 40% coming from the
relationship that exists between the increase of quality of life and an increase in the
concentration of a skilled labor force (Shapiro, 2006, p. 324).
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Furthermore, some studies have sought to find the degree to which social capital
plays a role in population growth. The most important driving force of population growth
to consider for this study, however, is how community colleges can affect economic
change and rural development. One of few studies that focuses on rural employment
growth as a result of community colleges shows that locales wherein an established
community college is present mostly have an increase in population growth as a result of
the community college’s presence (Crookston & Hooks, 2012). However, the study did
find that a negative correlation exists from 1998-2004, of which the authors believe is the
“result of states cutting back their funding levels for community colleges” in that specific
time frame (p. 350). The authors delved deeper into this finding, suggesting that state
policy issues have the potential to either positively or negatively affect the growth rate of
rural areas. Specifically, Crookston and Hooks (2012) suggest that
When state appropriations constituted the lion’s share of revenues (1976-1997 in
the study), community colleges made a significant and positive contribution to
employment growth. During the most recent panel (1998-2004), with state
appropriations representing a smaller and still shrinking share of revenues,
community colleges no longer make a positive contribution to local employment
growth. (p. 366)
This implication is noteworthy because it implies that community colleges in the past
have largely contributed to the employment growth of rural locales and that they have the
potential to continue to do so well into the future, as long as state governments take a
supporting stance with the institutions. While Crookston and Hooks (2012) studied
employment growth as a result of the presence of community colleges, this particular
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study seeks to determine whether community colleges have an impact on individuals
leaving or staying in a rural area, the result of which would positively impact the brain
drain if individuals would choose to remain and contribute to the workforce of an area, as
well as if the community college can support and strengthen the development of those
who “stay” or remain to live and serve the area.
In a rural locale that is benefitted by the presence of a community college, what
better avenue does one have to increase the present human capital levels, while offering
rich, educational programs to those who wish to return or move to the area, than to
promote the educational institution and what it can do to strengthen the area’s human
capital, and thus possibly begin to alleviate the brain drain? In an online article published
by the Science Foundation of Arizona, VanIngen-Dunn (2016) states, “community
colleges are often the lifeblood of rural communities. They help drive economic
opportunity and engagement, providing access to higher education and creating hubs of
information, cultural development, and personal training” (para. 1). It is necessary, then,
to pose the question of how these important institutions can address the mostly rural issue
that is the brain drain.
Leavers and Stayers
The rural brain drain has a myriad of possible problems and solutions, but one
must understand the key roles that individuals play in the drain. According to Carr and
Kefalas (2009), the term “leavers” is used to refer to those who choose to leave the locale
in search of something else, be it educational opportunities, job placement, or other
noteworthy reasons. “Stayers” are those who either choose to stay, are required to stay, or
have no real option of leaving. Many stayers may wish to remain in the area, while others
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might rather leave but cannot. It is thought that a possible solution to the brain drain is the
community colleges located in these rural locales (Carr & Kefalas, 2009). Community
colleges themselves may not be able to wholly cure the brain drain, but their programs
and the job opportunities available through the community colleges’ ties to local
businesses might could alleviate the stresses of the brain drain by offering these options
to would-be leavers and also stayers who might wish to better themselves academically
or possess a better job. In order to identify whether the aforementioned programs and job
opportunities available through the community colleges can provide a solution to the
drain, it will be necessary to look further into the variables tied to each.
Leavers and Stayers Examined
As noted by Carr and Kefalas (2009), Pulitzer prize-winner Richard Russo
believes that the “story of small-town America is, at its core, the story of the people who
stay and the ones who go” (p. 26). The leavers and stayers are complex groups made up
of diverse individuals with differing needs and wants. The leavers generally are perceived
as those who wish to leave an area in search of something “better,” or at least in search of
something different. The stayers are those who remain behind, either by choice or not.
Carr and Kefalas (2009) use a quote from Richard Russo to characterize the
stayers as those for whom “small-town life has become a place ‘where people are
hanging on to home and hanging on to pride, and hanging on by a thread’” (p. 26).
According to the research done by Carr and Kefalas (2009), the majority of stayers are
those who would perhaps move elsewhere if possible, supported by the fact that 40% of
students from the town that was the focus of the study, “will never set foot on a college
campus nor live anywhere” outside of the county in question (p. 57). This group of 40%
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instead choose to get entry-level positions at local factories or continue to work on the
family farm. Carr and Kefalas (2009) generalize that stayers are characterized as those
who wish to enter the workforce as soon as possible, thwarting any possible choice of
attending any type of college, stating “back home, those with the fewest options and
resources face trying to compete in an economy in which the rules keep getting changed
in the middle of the game” (p. 25).
Leavers, as opposed to stayers, are “given” the opportunity to leave the rural
locale in search of “something better.” Carr and Kefalas (2009) separate the leavers into
three distinct groups: the seekers, the achievers, and the returners. The seekers generally
are characterized as those who “seek” to leave the area – they feel the need to leave and
do so largely by way of the military (Carr & Kefalas, 2009). In fact, Carr and Kefalas
found that approximately 10% of the students from each graduating class in the county
they studied enlisted in the military. These “seekers” may return home after serving. The
achievers, however, are those who generally leave and do not return home. They are
classified as the high-achievers of each class – those whom the local people (parents,
teachers, guidance counselors, etc.) urge to leave so that they can find more opportunities
(Carr & Kefalas, 2009). The rural citizens generally play a role in supporting and
encouraging this group to leave, and unfortunately, less than half will return back
“home;” according to Carr and Kefalas (2009) “paying so much attention to the
Achievers drains [a town’s] resources, as it serves young people who are less likely to
give anything back to the town” (p. 20). The last group, the returners, are classified as
those who return to the area from which they left, either “armed with college degrees and
entrepreneurial ambitions” or are those who have returned from serving in the military or
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those who have come back and wish to work in the rural town (Carr & Kefalas, 2009, p.
22). This is the group most rural towns aim to entice to come back, as well as the group
of which researchers prod, questioning why certain individuals move and then come back
to their hometowns (termed “boomerangs”). Within this study, the “boomerang” group
receives the definition of leavers who simply return to the area. In an older study,
DaVanzo (1983) found that the farther away an individual moves, there is a greater
possibility that that person will “return” back home. This makes sense if one looks at
individuals or families who move an hour or two away from where they grew up; an hour
or so away still allows the individual to visit home nearly at any time, while an individual
nine hours away will rarely get to visit family, and thus might one day move back home.
The major focus of the work done by Carr and Kefalas focuses on the youth
staying, leaving, or returning to an area. This is appropriate, for research has shown that
the outmigration of rural residents moving to metropolitan areas is largely due to the
younger population leaving (Domina, 2006; Johnson & Fuguitt, 2000). Domina (2006)
studied outmigration trends from 1989-2004 using each year’s Current Population Survey
March Demographic Supplement in order to analyze the migration patterns to and from
nonmetropolitan and metropolitan areas. He found that “with each year they age, the odds
that nonmetropolitan residents will migrate to metropolitan areas declines” (Domina,
2006, pp. 387-388). Further, he found that “young adults aged 18-24 and 25-30 were
significantly more likely to out-migrate from nonmetropolitan areas than their elders”
(Domina, 2006, p. 388). Lastly, through his study, Domina (2006) found the “most
striking change” to be that concerning the educational attainment of migrants. The study
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found many relationships between educational attainment and outmigration, but the
strongest relationship was shown for the years 2003-2004, for which
Nonmetro respondents with a high school diploma were less likely to migrate to a
metropolitan area than nonmetro respondents with some college or an associate’s
degree. These respondents, in turn, were less likely to migrate to a metropolitan
area than nonmetropolitan residents who had earned a bachelor’s degree or
higher. (Domina, 2006, p. 388)
In fact, “educational attainment was the single most powerful predictor of
nonmetropolitan-to-metropolitan migration” found in the study (Domina, 2006, p. 388).
Domina’s study supports the very theory of the rural brain drain and the underlying belief
that those who are “leaving” are carrying their educational attainment with them.
Leavers and Stayers – How Might They Change?
Carr and Kefalas (2009) propose several reasons whereby leavers might change to
become stayers (or “boomerang” students who return home), while others predict the
reasons stayers might choose to eventually leave a locale. Most important to this
discussion, however, is not whether those who leave will come back or whether those
who choose to stay will eventually leave, but instead the focus on “change” should be an
attempt to “change” future would-be-leavers into individuals who wish to stay and to try
to elevate the educational attainment, and therefore human capital, of those who choose
to remain in a rural locale.
One must investigate ways in which would-be-leavers could be persuaded to
become stayers (before they actually leave as intended). Much research has been done on
the reasons people choose to live in certain locales (Chen & Rosenthal, 2008; Havranek
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et al., 2016; Winters, 2011). Most notably, people choose a locale based on the
availability of markets, businesses, and even the availability of Internet (Artz, 2003;
Deller, Tsai, Marcouiller, & English, 2001), and jobs and education (Mills & Hazarika,
2001). To turn would-be-leavers into stayers, one would assume that the leavers would
need to be made aware of key job and educational opportunities within the area, most
notably those offered by the local community college. In a study focusing on the
migration of young, educated adults (leavers) from non-metropolitan counties, Mills and
Hazarika (2001), find that “as labor markets for high skill groups are often relatively thin
in specific non-metropolitan areas, educated young adults may not find these
remunerative positions in their non-metropolitan county of origin” (p. 330). Many of
these labor markets can be found near community colleges, although the occupations
found may be specific rather than broad in category, since most community colleges have
strong occupational ties to the surrounding community; “the (community) college staff
presumably initiate programs by perusing employment trends in the local area and
surveying employers” so that “career programs are established with the intention of
preparing students for employment and serving industries by supplying them with trained
workers” (Cohen & Brawer, 2008, p. 260). However, students need to be aware of these
specific programs and the occupational ties found with each, as particular community
college programs lead to employment in those program areas. To be a “highly educated
young adult” may not be enough to obtain a particular job. This system seems to work for
those who are aware of it and take advantage of it, as “80-90 percent of… (community
college) graduates (said) they were helped and that they would recommend the program
to others” (Cohen & Brawer, 2008, p. 261). Furthermore, 99.58% of vocational program
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graduates from North Carolina reported that they were employed in an area of their
training one year post graduation (Cohen & Brawer, 2008). This suggests that both
would-be leavers and stayers could benefit from the training offered by community
colleges.
Shifting focus to enabling stayers to elevate their place in the world, community
members must stop urging the most gifted students to leave whilst neglecting other
students who are in need of opportunities (Carr & Kefalas, 2009; Dahl & Sorenson, 2010;
Petrin, Schafft, & Meece, 2014). As Carr and Kefalas (2009b) state,
What surprised us most [in the study of the rural brain drain] was that adults in the
community were playing a pivotal part in the town’s decline by pushing the best
and brightest young people to leave, and by underinvesting in those who chose to
stay, even though it was the latter that were the towns’ best chance for a future.
(para. 13)
Petrin et al. (2014) performed a study in which students identified whether or not they
intended to remain in a rural area at age 30 and rated their “identification with (the) rural
community” (p. 306) as either high, medium, or low. The students then classified their
academic abilities, and extracurricular participation level. The goal of the study was to
ascertain the contributions of schools and educators to the rural brain drain. Of their
many findings, Petrin et al. (2014) found that when a student believed that “many people
in the area have to move to get jobs” then he or she was “positively associated with being
classified as a Leaver versus a Stayer” (p. 309). They found that a student was more
likely to be classified as a Leaver based on their perception of job opportunities more so
than their perception of “community economic conditions” (Petrin et al., 2014, p. 310).
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This is a notable finding because it suggests that if students’ perceptions can be changed
concerning the job opportunities possibly available in the area, then the students would be
more likely to remain in the local area. This is an area that community members,
educators, and schools have more control over (versus if students decided to leave mainly
due to the economic conditions of the area, which are hard to change), and a viable
marketing strategy for community colleges. Rather than suggest to students that they
must look elsewhere for an occupation, educators may point to the job opportunities
readily available in the area.
Next, local community colleges must do a better job of marketing themselves,
including making residents aware of the many local job ties most rural community
colleges have (Cohen & Brawer, 2008). As Petrin et al. (2014) found, “it is student
perceptions of employment opportunities that differentiate leavers from stayers” (p. 322).
Petrin et al. (2014) continued, adding that this student perception relies neither on how
academically talented the student is, nor on whether the student is less academically
inclined. Community colleges are set to offer numerous employment opportunities due to
the very nature of their workforce education programs and ties to local employment
(Cohen & Brawer, 2008). And, since Domina (2006) found that “18-24 year olds and 2530 year olds were significantly more likely to out-migrate from nonmetropolitan areas
than their elders (p. 388)” in his study spanning 15 years’ worth of migration patterns, it
would seem that the community colleges could do the most good with this target age
group.
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Student Perceptions of Community Colleges
Despite the fact that community colleges have strong community and
occupational ties and are well situated to help students obtain jobs in rural areas, many
students still hold the belief that “many people in (a nonmetropolitan) area have to move
to get jobs” (Petrin et al., 2014, p. 309). Petrin et al. (2014) also found in their study that
there exists a “tendency of Leavers to disproportionately perceive limited local
employment opportunities” (p. 317). Thus, it is important to seek to understand student
perceptions of community colleges and the programs they offer when considering that
would-be leavers might possibly change their minds if they were made aware of
employment opportunities made available through the community college as well as
encourage stayers to seek jobs through collegiate programs. This study investigates
whether self-identified leavers will differ from self-identified stayers in their perceptions
of the community college and the programs in place that are likely to lead to employment
in the local area. Therefore, it is important to investigate similar studies in order to assess
how and which student perceptions have been identified. However, studies that are
focused on student perceptions of institutions of higher learning and their functions are
low in number; of the few that exist, the subject of focus is primarily on student
perception of and loyalty to baccalaureate-granting institutions (Eliott & Shin, 2002;
Hennig-Thurau, Langer, & Hansen, 2001; Vianden & Barlow, 2014). Vianden and
Barlow’s (2014) study examined student loyalty to a university through the deployment
of the SULI, which was used to survey undergraduate students in order to predict their
loyalty to the institutions they were enrolled in. Vianden and Barlow (2014) were
primarily focused on student loyalty for “students who develop positive attitudes or
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emotions towards their institution are more likely to persist and graduate than their peers
who do not connect with their college or university on an emotional level” (p. 16).
However, the present study is interested in student loyalty leading to graduates who have
a positive attitude toward their community college, because if a student is happier overall
with his or her institution, then he or she could be more likely to graduate and perhaps be
employed in the local area. Regardless, it is beneficial to recognize Vianden and
Barlow’s (2014) study because it was one of the first of its kind deployed in the nation.
They found that the highest predictors of student loyalty were the intent to leave (of the
student) and the student’s satisfaction and “fit” in relation to the university the student
was enrolled in. Interestingly, Vianden and Barlow (2014) also included in their study a
question concerning where the university ranked in the student’s schools of choice, as
they asked, “In what rank was this university on your list of possible choices before you
enrolled?” (p. 25). Not surprisingly, they found that “if students’ initial commitment to
the institution is strong, it will foster their continuous favorable perceptions of the
university and their loyalty” (Vianden & Barlow, 2014, p. 26). Thus, students who ranked
the university they were enrolled in as first among their choices of institutions to attend
showed a decreased intent to leave than others (Vianden & Barlow, 2014). This is a
noteworthy finding, even for community college administrators and counselors, as it
suggests that if one can market well-enough in order to create a “want” in prospective
students, then those students would be more likely to graduate and, in-turn, possibly
obtain a career in his or her chosen field. If students do not actually “want” to attend an
institution, but rather attend out of necessity, then they are less likely to actually graduate
and obtain their respective degrees. However, if students actually want to be at a
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particular college, then the colleges have a greater chance of keeping those students
enrolled until graduation. This could be a key role to consider in the question of if
community colleges can slow down the brain drain; the colleges might need more than
the perfect programs that lead to job obtainment – they need to create a “want” in
prospective students to attend. Indeed, Vianden and Barlow (2014) conclude,
The extent to which students are satisfied with their college experience and
express fit, sense of belonging, and connection to their institution predict loyalty
at higher levels than any institutional or precollege variables… If enrollment
management officials and other educators do not find ways to assure students the
current institution may be the right fit after all, the development of the students’
loyalty may lag far behind optimal levels, bringing about other risk indicators
such as lack of fit, dissatisfaction, or intent to leave. (pp. 26-27)
Similarly, Elliott and Shin (2002) investigated what aspects of colleges most lead to
student satisfaction and in doing so introduced a new approach to assessing student
satisfaction. They found “job placement of major” to rank highly on the list of
“institutional attributes” that bring students satisfaction with their college (Elliott & Shin,
2002). This has far-reaching implications for community colleges, for if community
college administrators and counselors can continue to provide students with programs
and majors that tie into local occupational opportunities and if they can market
themselves well enough to students when doing so, then overall student satisfaction with
the colleges should be somewhat high.
In one of the first student loyalty studies published, a study similar to the one
carried out by Vianden and Barlow (2014) and which relies on the same relationship
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quality-based student loyalty (RQSL) model as Vianden and Barlow’s SULI was
constructed from, Hennig-Thurau, Langer, and Hansen’s (2001) study, which was based
in Germany, investigated student loyalty from the perspective of students who had
already graduated or left the university they were previously enrolled in. They found
through the study that two specific variables were particularly key in determining student
loyalty: “the quality of teaching services (as perceived by students) and students’
emotional commitment to their educational institution” (Hennig-Thurau et al. , 2001, p.
341). This further implies that institutions of higher learning (community colleges in
particular for this study) should strive to develop stronger ties with students, even in such
a way that drives students’ emotional commitment to the institution upward.
While little exists in the research to consider the implications of community
college student perceptions on programs and job opportunities offered through the
college and how those perceptions might correlate with if a student considers him- or
herself a leaver or stayer, one can draw from similar studies based on baccalaureategranting institutions such as those performed by Hennig-Thurau et al. (2001), Vianden
and Barlow (2014), and Elliott and Shin (2002), which collectively suggest that colleges
should do more to increase students’ desires to attend and to build stronger emotional ties
with each. Similarly, community college administrators, faculty, and staff could promote
the community colleges in such a way that would increase the desire to attend of
prospective and currently enrolled students.
Summary – How Might Community Colleges Plug the Drain?
Outmigration patterns of individuals leaving nonmetropolitan areas in favor of
metropolitan areas have left the rural areas of America with a population decline. Domina
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(2006), through an extensive population study involving the use of data from the Current
Population Survey’s Annual Social and Economic Survey for years 1989 – 2004, found
that between the years “2001-2004 alone, nearly 6 million people moved from America’s
countryside and small towns to its cities or suburbs” (p. 383). As Carr and Kefalas (2009)
state, “the economic, political, and social costs of allowing huge swaths of the
countryside to decline in this manner are simply too extreme to comprehend” (p. 142).
Several researchers propose that this mass exodus involves many rural educated youth
leaving for educational or occupational opportunities in metropolitan areas (Artz, 2003;
Carr & Kefalas, 2009). Indeed, Domina’s (2006) most “striking” finding involves the
level of educational attainment of most migrants to metropolitan areas; he states that
“educational attainment was the single most powerful predictor of nonmetropolitan-tometropolitan migration” (p. 388). Indeed, rural areas are taking note, as the state of
Mississippi is debating a bill entitled the “Brain Drain Tax Credit” which would provide
residents who are recent college graduates and who remained to work in the state three
years of income-tax exemption (Kittredge, 2018). With states and even counties in
competition with one another for residents, researchers and policy makers are taking
notice of the rural brain drain’s effects and are scrambling to find solutions. The solution
proposed here is to tap into a pre-existing source – the large community college network.
Carr and Kefalas (2009) urge that small towns could develop a spirit of
“entrepreneurship” along with increasing technological advancements; however, “new
technology development and entrepreneurship require an educated, technology-savvy,
young labor force, and so education and training must be re-envisioned to meet this
challenge” (p. 148). The community college system is pivotal to the success of small
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towns; they should be the centralized force of educating and training individuals for new
high-tech jobs. Carr and Kefalas (2009) further state
It is critical that economic development in rural areas proceed hand-in-hand with
digital investments and human-capital development…prosperity cannot come to
(the rural) region without better preparing the Stayers and Returners for biotech
and technology jobs; keeping a greater share of the Achievers home; luring inmigrants; and building an infrastructure. (pp. 148-149)
Community colleges are well suited to play a pivotal role in the revitalization of rural
America, as one of the main functions of the community college is to prepare individuals
for specific jobs (including those that are high-tech in nature) that are available locally
(Cohen & Brawer, 2008). As Carr and Kefalas (2009) mention, one key to ending the
rural brain drain is to “train, skill, and invest in Stayers” which can be accomplished
through the community college system (p. 156). Similarly, “the postindustrial economy
demands technical skill sets that need to be continually updated to keep up with the rapid
pace of scientific progress;” however, Carr and Kefalas (2009) found “that many of the
Stayers and Returners (they) interviewed not only lacked these skills but lamented the
fact that they had not been able to acquire them in their schooling” (p. 163). Again,
community colleges can fill this need, as most of the programs offered by community
colleges involve cutting-edge technology. Carr and Kefalas (2009) agree, concluding that
rural areas should “use the existing community college infrastructure, which (they)
believe to be underutilized in many rural areas,” and that “the time has come to challenge
the assumption that the surest route to economic success is, at minimum, a four-year
degree” (p. 163, 174).
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In order to investigate whether community college programs and the job
opportunities available through each are enough to stem the rural brain drain, it is
important to question the would-be leavers and stayers themselves to ascertain how they
feel about such programs and occupational opportunities. Two key drivers of the rural
brain drain are indeed high-achieving students who leave an area in search of educational
opportunities and careers and those students who wish to stay in a local area, but who on
average contribute less to the local economy. Thus, individuals who, if they remained,
would increase the human capital of a region, driving the economy upward, but are
seeking to leave a rural area coupled with those who wish to stay but contribute little to
the economy are creating a seemingly unstoppable force for rural life – the brain drain.
However, as aforementioned, the rural brain drain is not an inherent problem – it does
have probable solutions. One of the solutions is to support the community college’s
mission of maintaining educational and occupational ties within a region. Many well-run
community college systems bring in jobs, for in exchange they can offer the promise of a
skilled labor-force. However, if students are unaware of such offerings and opportunities,
leavers will still leave and stayers will remain in their current class. Leavers are not
leaving for just “city life” and for businesses and markets; they are largely leaving in
pursuit of academic and career opportunities, which are both items that the community
college may be able to supply. In fact, a survey deployed by the Michigan Economic
Development Corporation found that the majority of what they refer to as “knowledge”
graduates (53% of 30,000 leavers) “in the state university system said they left the state
for a better job, while only 4 percent said they left because of the limited opportunities
for a social and cultural life” (Carr & Kefalas, 2009, p. 133). In conclusion, as Carr and
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Kefalas (2009) note, “what is most needed to reverse the outward flow of educated
graduates is a strong and diversified job market with opportunities for young
professionals to pursue their careers locally” (p. 135). This same “diversified job market”
would be able to also employ stayers if community college programs could lead to
employment within the market. First, one must identify if would-be leavers and selfidentified stayers would take advantage of the community college’s programs and
occupational ties if they were made aware of them. The idea is on track, however, as 77%
of available jobs nationwide in the year 2013 required schooling at a level less than a
bachelor’s degree (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment Statistics
Survey and Employment Projections Program, 2013). Not all of the available jobs are
located in rural locations, obviously, but community colleges, through their programs and
ties to local professions, are in a position to pull many rural areas out of the drain.
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CHAPTER III
RESEARCH DESIGN, METHODOLOGY, AND ANALYSIS
Introduction
Chapter three includes the research design, research questions, and an overview of
methods and data analysis procedures utilized within the study. The purpose of this study
is to investigate community college students’ perceptions of the community college that
they attend through a survey targeting student loyalty. Students self-identified on a
survey whether or not they planned to leave the area or stay after their current academic
pursuit comes to an end. The study employed the use of a survey deployed to currently
enrolled students in a community college in a rural portion of the Southeastern United
States. The data obtained were analyzed using Version 25.0 of SPSS software in order to
assess if leavers or stayers have differing perceptions of programs and opportunities
offered by the community college.
In order to address the research question of how, and if, community colleges
might hold promise in plugging the rural brain drain, a quantitative study was created.
Specifically, this research study strives to answer whether would-be leavers and stayers
will differ when measured and questioned on their perception of a community college
and its programs and how those programs might lead to job opportunities. For this
quantitative study, currently enrolled students at a rural community college were
surveyed in order to see if the self-identified leavers would differ from the stayers when
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measured on their aforementioned perceptions of programs and job opportunities. It was
hypothesized that the two different groups will differ significantly. In order to have the
survey responders identify themselves as leavers or stayers, each participant was asked to
respond to a question regarding their future plans after graduation – specifically, the
question asked the student to choose if they intended to leave the surrounding area (or the
area they currently resided in) or not. In addition, the students were asked to identify
whether they currently lived in the community college district. Thus, the student
participants were ultimately divided into four groups – the leavers within the district, the
stayers within the district, the leavers outside of the district, and the stayers outside of the
district.
Research Design
This study adapted a pre-existing survey entitled the SULI (see Appendix A).
After securing approval from the original researcher, Jorg Vianden, who developed the
SULI by adapting a pre-existing instrument utilized in Germany (the RQSL model), the
instrument was adapted to fit the needs of the present study, which is concerned with
community college students (rather than students enrolled in a university). The online
survey was created using Qualtrics© software and was deployed via email to all students
currently enrolled in the spring of 2019 in a community college in a southern state of the
United States (see Appendix C). The research design of the study is quantitative, crosssectional, and correlational with two independent variables (students who self-identify as
future leavers and those who identify as stayers) and five dependent variables: 1)
impressions of the community college, 2) institutional fit, 3) student-institutional bond, 4)
intent to leave, and 5) perceived learning gains. Although students were divided into
46

further groups based upon whether they lived in the community college district or not,
only the leavers and stayers of one group were analyzed at a time. Thus, the leavers and
stayers within the district were compared to one another and the leavers and stayers
outside of the district were compared to one another. The researcher chose this specific
research design due to the nature of the study and survey instrument used therein. Since
two populations were measured on a Likert scale of 1-6 on five different subsections, the
responses were analyzed using statistical software to perform an independent samples ttest for each variable on the five subsections (impressions of the community college,
institutional fit, student-community college bond, intent to leave, and perceived learning
gains). This study is not qualitative in nature due to time-constraints and because the
nature of the study lends itself to quantitative measures. The design is correlational
because the data were observed in order to ascertain whether a relationship existed
between two independent variables on five different subsections; no experimentation
occurred (Gravetter & Wallanu, 2014a). Lastly, the design captured the responses of
students within a small window of time (exactly four weeks), and thus is cross-sectional
rather than longitudinal in nature.
Research Questions
The following research questions were designed by the researcher:
Research Question 1: To what extent are there significant differences in
perceptions of “intent to leave” as measured by the Student Community College
Perception Instrument for self-identified “leavers” and “stayers?”
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Research Question 2: To what extent are there significant differences in
perceptions of “initial impressions” as measured by the Student Community College
Perception Instrument for self-identified “leavers” and “stayers?”
Research Question 3: To what extent are there significant differences in
perceptions of “institutional fit” as measured by the Student Community College
Perception Instrument for self-identified “leavers” and “stayers?”
Research Question 4: To what extent are there significant differences in
perceptions of “student-community college bond” as measured by the Student
Community College Perception Instrument for self-identified “leavers” and “stayers?”
Research Question 5: To what extent are there significant differences in
perceptions of “perceived learning gains” as measured by the Student Community
College Perception Instrument for self-identified “leavers” and “stayers?”
Research Site
This study has been created to further understand the rural brain drain and if
community colleges can be a possible “plug” to the drain. In order to fulfill this mission,
a rural area in the country was targeted to purposively sample rural community college
students to assess their perceptions of community college programs and the possible job
opportunities associated with each, as well as if and how the students defined themselves
as possible leavers or stayers. Thus, the target population for this particular study were
community college students within a single community college district in Mississippi.
The specific community college used in the study was chosen because it serves a rural
area in Mississippi. The target community college serves a five-county district, of which
is also served by a nearby university campus. The average age for community college
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attendees in the state of Mississippi was 22 for the year 2017, 60% of whom were female
(Mississippi Community College Board, 2018). The median household income in the
area, reported from 2013 – 2017 census data, ranges from $34,000 to $45,000,
approximately (United States Census Bureau, 2019).
Participants
All currently enrolled students were the targeted recipients of the survey. These
students were provided a letter of consent describing the reasoning behind the survey, the
procedures, benefits, and confidentiality measures, as well as any pertinent information
regarding the study and the researcher (see Appendix E). The letter of consent was also
used to inform the student that the survey is designed to collect information on the
awareness and perception students have concerning the programs available at the local
community college, their “fit” with the community college, their intent to leave, their
impressions of the community college, and their perceived learning gains. Furthermore,
the consent letter informed the students that they would be asked to identify their plans
concerning their future and whether or not they planned on leaving the area they currently
resided in.
If the student agreed to be a participant in the study, the student could then
proceed to take an online survey, which he or she could take by clicking on an embedded
link to the Qualtrics© survey sent to him or her via their school email. An introductory
greeting containing instructions for completing the survey was included in the email
prompting the student to read the consent letter before proceeding to take the survey (see
Appendix E). A question concerning informed consent preceded the survey. This
question prompted the student to choose “yes” if he or she gave consent and was of 18
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years of age or older. If the student did not give consent or was not 18 years of age or
older, he or she could choose “no,” in which case the survey would end.
Data Collection
For this quantitative study, a pre-existing survey instrument was adapted to suit
the needs of the research questions. Specifically, this study adapted the SULI survey,
which was originally developed by Vianden and Barlow in 2011 to predict undergraduate
student loyalty at three universities located in the Midwestern portion of the United
States. The creators of the SULI constructed the instrument by adapting the RQSL
survey, which was deployed in 2001 to students in Germany who had either graduated or
withdrawn from a German institution of higher learning. Note that the SULI was
deployed to currently enrolled students, while the RQSL was used to survey students
after they parted ways with their respective university (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001;
Langer, Ziegele, and Hennig-Thurau, 2001; Vianden & Barlow, 2014;). Both instruments
were utilized in order to better predict the reasons why and how students develop loyalty
to universities.
The researcher has secured permission from the creator of the SULI to adapt the
survey instrument. The existing instrument contains 83 specific items addressing 12
subsections of various interests to the Vianden and Barlow (2014) study which were
utilized in order to fulfill the authors’ quest of determining to what extent certain factors
(such as the quality of teaching, satisfaction and fit, student services, etc.) predict the
loyalty of students to their respective universities. The SULI has been adapted for this
study so that an emphasis is placed on community college services (rather than university
services). The SULI originally includes 11 subsections, each having 3-9 questions; in
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addition, the SULI contains a twelfth area concerning student demographics, which
includes 16 questions. For the research interests of this study, only six areas from the
original SULI were utilized, along with the questions that coincided with each.
Specifically, this study addressed the following five subsections: perceived learning
gains, initial impressions, institutional fit, student and institutional bond, and intent to
leave. The survey also included a sixth subsection which included demographic questions
concerning student classification, major, race, gender, age, and other questions
concerning the student’s location, living situation, and intent to leave so that a
demographic profile could be utilized along with the assessment of the five main
subsections. Note that one of the demographic questions addressed the student’s intent to
leave or stay in the surrounding area upon completion of his or her education. The
researcher chose the five subsections noted above because each directly correlates with
the study at hand. Perceived learning gains, initial impressions, institutional fit, student
and institutional bond, and intent to leave are all areas in which student perceptions of the
community college can be measured in order to distinguish whether any significant
differences between leavers and stayers and their perceptions of and loyalty to the
community college exists.
In 10 of the original SULI subsection areas, participants are asked to identify on a
Likert scale of 1-6 if they at the time (1) strongly disagree(d) with the statement to (6)
strongly agree(d) with the statement. An eleventh subsection, Frequency of Out-of-Class
Activities, asks students to choose the frequency of which they participated in the
activities in question; this subsection was not utilized in the present study. Since the
SULI was constructed by translating and adapting the RQSL model, the authors relied on
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the validity established by the creators of the RQSL model, Hennig-Thurau et al. (2001)
and Langer et al. (2001). Construct validity was established through “a process involving
exploratory principal components analysis followed by confirmatory factor analysis”
(Vianden & Barlow, 2014, pp. 19-20). Each section of the original RQSL model was
created after Langer et al. (2001) and Hennig-Thurau et al. (2001) conducted extensive
literature reviews on the content of each. A factor analysis is a dependable method of
validating a survey instrument, as it measures the scale reliability (Field, 2013). The
measure of reliability “means that a measure… should consistently reflect the construct
that it is measuring” (Field, 2013, p. 706). Vianden and Barlow (2014) measured the
internal consistency reliability of each of the 11 subsections. The α level of each of the
five subsections included in the current study follow (subsection names have been
adjusted to suit the SCCPI utilized in the current study): perceived learning gains (α =
.93), initial impressions (α = .86), institutional fit (α = .68), student-institutional bond (α
= .89), and intent to leave (α = .82). The interpretation of a meaningful alpha varies
across disciplines, and thus researchers should take into account what the instrument is
intending to measure and whether the score has been calculated once for the entire
instrument, or once for each subscale of an instrument, the latter of which is the most
dependable method (Field, 2013). Since the reliability has been calculated for each
subscale separately and since the instrument is being used to measure the feelings and
perceptions, and thus psychological components, of the participants, an alpha value of
approximately .7 can suffice as a reliable rating (Kline, 1999; Field, 2013). And, since
Vianden and Barlow (2014) reported values ranging from .68 to .93, the subscales used in
the constructed SCCPI can be viewed as reliable.
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The researcher obtained approval from the Institutional Review Board at
Mississippi State University (see Appendix D) prior to the deployment of the online
survey, as well as secured approval from the Office of Institutional Effectiveness of the
chosen community college. The online survey was created using Qualtrics© software,
which is able to generate a unique, anonymous survey link. This unique, anonymous link
was then embedded in an email sent to all currently enrolled students in the chosen
community college district. The students were able to click on the survey link which
enabled them to complete the survey. Through Qualtrics© software, all responses
remained anonymous and were collected as the students completed the survey.
Furthermore, the survey was built with set parameters that disallowed students to take the
survey multiple times. This helped to further ensure that the data collected were as
representative of the population as possible. The survey was deployed via email in the
spring of 2019. The students received the invitation to complete the survey, as well as the
survey link and consent letter, via their campus email; this email was sent from the Dean
of Students of the community college. The Dean of Students also sent an email reminder
to complete the survey after two weeks had passed from the initial date the survey was
sent. This reminder email also included an embedded survey link for the students to
follow that would enable them to complete the online survey. Both emails included a
letter of consent which accompanied the introductory greeting and embedded survey link.
Lastly, participants were invited to enter an anonymous drawing for a free $50 Amazon©
gift card upon completing the survey. If a student desired to enter the drawing, he or she
could provide an email by which the researcher would be able to contact him or her if he
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or she was chosen as the winner. The email that a student provided in this portion of the
study was delinked from all of their survey responses.
Data Analysis
Statistical software was utilized in order to correctly analyze the survey questions
administered in this quantitative study (SPSS Version 25.0, specifically). Each survey
question of the five main subsections utilized a Likert scale of 1-6 (1 = I strongly
disagree to 6 = I strongly agree) for each statement. Note that the sixth subsection used
(demographics) included questions which include responses on a Likert scale, but these
questions included various factors and responses rather than the “strongly disagree” to
“strongly agree” 1-6 scale used by the other five subsections. The responses to the Likert
1-6 interval scale were analyzed using standard independent t-tests in order to determine
if the participants who identified themselves as being future leavers differed significantly
from those who identified themselves as stayers in their perceived impressions of the
community college, perception of their fit with the institution, student-community college
bond, intent to leave, and perceived learning gains. Independent samples t-tests were
utilized to enable the researcher to compare the two populations (leavers and stayers)
across all five main subsections in order to “draw inferences about the mean difference
between (the) two populations” (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2014b, p. 302). The mean,
median, correlation coefficient and standard deviation were included in the descriptive
data portion so that the researcher could further understand any significant results. No
outliers were found in the data.
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Trustworthiness of the Study
This study employed several varying methods in order to establish
trustworthiness, credibility, and dependability of the study and data analysis (Shenton,
2004). First, in order to establish credibility, a review of each survey item was utilized in
order to ensure that the researcher had adapted and chosen the questions for the purpose
of collecting the information needed that was central to the five research questions; this
also ensured that the researcher remained as objective as possible in constructing the
main portions of the study, and therefore remained objective in the analyses of each. Any
questionable items were then rewritten or discarded (see Appendix B for the initial
survey construct). For example, the original question concerning the classification of the
student was discarded and a new question added which better suited community college
students and the study, “Are you enrolled full-time at (the community college).” In
addition, questions concerning the students’ intent to leave or stay in the area were added
to the demographic subsection. Note that no questions were added to any of the five
subsections that were to be analyzed via independent t-tests, and no questions were
eliminated from these five chosen subsections. Therefore, the researcher was able to rely
on the validity and reliability established by Hennig-Thurau et al. (2001), Langer et al.
(2001), and Vianden and Barlow (2014). This review and editing process helped to
ensure that the findings from the study result from the data and not the researcher’s
personal biases and interpretations. This also helped to guarantee the reader that no
“fishing schemes” were used that would lead participants into choosing certain answers.
Lastly, in order to ensure the dependability of the study, each process, choice, and
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analysis was thoroughly examined and described in detail so that if a repeat study was
needed or desired, one could be effectively carried out.
Ethical Dilemmas
It is not perceived that any ethical dilemma exists in any portion of this research
study: privacy or confidentiality of the participants; security of data; harm and risk to
participants; coercion and deception; power dynamics between researcher and
participants; vulnerability of populations; nor the wrongful representation of participants
were exercised. Specifically, in order to protect the participants’ privacy and
confidentiality, and to decrease any harm or risk to participants while maintaining the
security of the data received, the quantitative data collected will remain anonymous. In
order to ensure that participants remain anonymous and are only able to take the survey
once, the researcher will employ the use of Qualtrics© in creating the online survey and a
unique, anonymous survey link. Each student will only be able to use on the Qualtrics©
survey link once – it will then track the responses from beginning-to-end of the survey
session. Students will not be able to take the survey an additional time. The vulnerability
of the participant population is not an issue, as participation in the study is completely
voluntary. Finally, the introductory greeting included with the initial prompt to students
and the consent letter that the student must read before beginning the survey will explain
to the participants that neither coercion nor deception has occurred, while also ensuring
that no power dynamics are at play.
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Chapter Summary
Chapter three included an overview of the research design, research questions,
and methods and data analysis procedures utilized within the study. This quantitative
study employs the use of a survey, entitled the Student Community College Perception
Instrument, which was adapted from the SULI that was created and utilized by
researchers Vianden and Barlow (2014). The participants in this study are students who
were currently enrolled in a rural Mississippi community college at the time of survey
deployment. Independent t-tests were conducted in order to ascertain whether any
significant differences existed between the two populations of future leavers and stayers
in their perceptions of the community college they were enrolled in.
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
Introduction
The purpose of the present study is to identify the possible effects that community
colleges may have upon reversing the rural brain drain. Thus, the study is designed to
inspect whether any differences exist in the collegiate perceptions of students who
identify as future leavers and stayers and who are currently enrolled in a community
college. It is believed that such differences, if they exist, will shed light on how current
students perceive their institutional fit with the college, their bond with the college, the
perceived learning gains made possible by the college, their initial impression of the
college, and their intent to leave the college, and whether their future plans to leave or
stay in the area result in such differences. Note that the students were asked to identify
whether they lived in the community college district or not. Thus, the students were
essentially divided into four groups – leavers and stayers from within the community
college district and leavers and stayers from outside the community college district.
Statistical analyses will be provided for each of the four groups, as well as the student
group as a whole, but only the groups within or outside the district will be compared to
one another. Thus, analyses will be provided to inspect the differences between the
leavers and stayers within the district and between the leavers and stayers outside of the
district.
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In order to conduct the research study, the SCCPI was constructed by adapting a
pre-existing survey, the SULI, used by Vianden and Barlow (2014) and which is a
reconstructed version of the RQSL, created by Langer et al. (2001) and Hennig-Thurau et
al. (2001). The SCCPI was created utilizing Qualtrics© software and deployed to the
students currently enrolled at a single community college in Mississippi. After one month
post-deployment, the survey closed, and the data were collected. The data were then
analyzed using SPSS software (version 25.0) to conduct an independent t-test for each
survey question, using the leaver and stayer groups within the community college district
and the leaver and stayer groups outside of the community college district as the
independent variables. Being a parametric test, the independent t-test requires that the
following assumptions be met: the sampling distribution is normal, the samples are
independent, and that the samples are random (Field, 2013). Although the sample
analyzed here is large (368), the assumptions have been met.
This chapter summarizes the quantitative findings of the research, as collected
through the results of the SCCPI. First, the demographics of the study participants will be
presented. Following will be an overview of the survey results, complete with the mean,
standard deviation, number of responses, and percentages corresponding to each survey
question. Finally, a more in-depth view of the collective responses concerning each
research question will be given.
Description of Sample
A total of 368 students chose to participate after agreeing that they were of 18
years of age or older and subsequently agreeing to give consent to participate in the
research. Of the 368 students who participated, 58 (15.8%) were not enrolled full-time at
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the college, and thus were not allowed to continue responding to the survey. Thus, the
results of the survey arose from 310 participants. Note that partial responses were not
kept in the survey results, and no outliers were found. The survey was built using two
main “blocks,” the first being a demographic block and the second (the research “block”)
containing all main research question components. The demographics data will be
presented first; it is segmented into three key portions below (Tables 2, 3, and 4 and
Figures 1 - 5).
Approximately 25% of the survey participants who shared their gender
identification were male (78) while 75% were female (229). The majority of the
participants were Caucasian (76%), while approximately 17% were African American,
4% were Hispanic, 1% was of Asian descent, and 2% preferred not to identify their
ethnicity. Roughly 53% of the students were between the ages of 18 and 19, while 22%
were 20-21. The remaining age breakdown follows: 9% were between the ages of 22-25,
5% were 26-30, and 11% were 31 years-of-age or older. Figure 1 provides a visual guide
in the form of a bar chart highlighting the percentages of ages referenced above.

Breakdown bar chart of the age of participants
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The second portion of the demographic block is provided in Tables 2 and 3
below. Each contains the percentages and counts for survey questions pertaining to the
students’ field-of-study and highest degree completed by a parent or guardian,
respectively. Approximately 40% of study participants were enrolled in a career/technical
field, 40% were enrolled in a transfer track program, and 20% of the participants chose
that their program of enrollment was something “other” than transfer track or
career/technical. Figure 2 is provided to aid the reader in better visualizing the
educational levels of the participants’ parent(s) and/or guardian(s). On average,
participants’ parents/guardians had attained an educational level of less than a bachelor’s
degree, as approximately 80% of the male parents/guardians attained schooling at a level
of an associate’s degree or lower, while 68% of the female parents/guardians attained the
same. The highest percentages of each were found at the level of high school
diploma/GED, with roughly 35% of fathers/guardians gaining no further education than a
high school diploma/GED, and roughly 20% of mothers/guardians doing the same.
Table 2
Field of Study
Question: Please choose your field of study from the options below.
Response
Career/Technical
Transfer Track
Other

Percentage
39.9
39.5
20.6
100

Count
122
121
63
306

61

Table 3
Parent/Guardian Highest Degree Earned
Question: Please indicate the highest academic degree your parents completed.
Field

Some
high
school

High
Some
School
College
Diploma
/GED
34.5%
16.8%

Associate’s
Degree

Bachelor’s Some
Degree
Graduate
Study

Master’s
Degree
or
Higher
5.3%

Father/Guard 16.5%
12.2%
12.2%
2.6%
ian
Mother/Guar 10.1% 20.3%
18.6%
19.0%
18.6%
2.9%
10.5%
dian
Note. The percentages above have been rounded from their original values and thus may
not equate to 100 once added.
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Bar chart of Parent/Guardian highest degree earned

Survey question 7 asked the participants to identify whether the current college
they were enrolled in was first on their list of possible choices before they enrolled. The
participants had two choices (yes or no); the results identify that their current college was
the first choice of approximately 76% of students (234), while it was not the first choice
for the remaining 24% (72).
The third portion of the demographic block was concerned with the future
intentions of the students to leave or stay in the general area they resided in. A total of six
questions were included in this portion. The first was concerned with whether or not the
students currently lived in one of the five counties within the community college district.
Approximately 79% (243) of students lived in the district, while 21% did not (63).
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Depending on their response to the aforementioned question, the students were given one
of the two following questions: 1) After completing my education at (the community
college), I plan on leaving the surrounding area, and 2) After completing my education at
(the community college), I plan on leaving the area I currently reside in. If the students
responded that “yes”, they lived in the community college district, the first question
above was displayed (I plan on leaving the surrounding area) and if they students
responded that “no”, they did not live in the community college district, the second
question above was displayed (I plan on leaving the area I currently reside in).
The results of the two questions can be seen in Table 4.
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Table 4
Participants’ Plans to Leave or Stay
Question 12: After completing my education at (the community college), I plan on
leaving the surrounding area.
Response
Yes
No

Percentage Count
57.08
137
42.92
103

Question 13: After completing my education at (the community college), I plan on
leaving the area I currently reside in.
Response
Yes
No

Percentage Count
65.08
41
34.92
22

According to the results represented in Table 4, approximately 57% of those who
currently live in the community college district plan to leave, while 65% of those who
live outside of the district plan to leave. Out of the total 303 respondents, 178 identified
that they plan to leave from wherever they currently live, while 125 were planning to
stay. Combined, the would-be-leavers represent roughly 61% of the currently enrolled
participants, while 39% of the participants identified as would-be-stayers. Overall, a
larger percentage of those living outside of the community college district reported that
they plan to leave than did the participants living within the district.
Next, those who identified as leavers were presented with a set of questions, the
first of which was concerned with the reasons the leavers planned to move (question 14).
The results of this question are presented below in Figure 3; note that for this question,
the students were given four options and were allowed to choose more than one response.
Thus, the total responses for this survey item, question 14, are greater than the total
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number of leavers. Since this question did not utilize a Likert scale, no descriptive
statistics are provided – only the percentage and count totals of the results. As seen in
Figure 3, many of the students who were planning to leave chose education as their main
reason. This selection was closely followed by a career or occupational move. Lastly,
approximately 9% of leavers chose “family”, whilst 10% chose some “other” reason for
leaving.

Breakdown bar chart of the reasons leavers plan to move

Next, the leavers were tasked with identifying the distance each planned to move.
The results are shown in Figure 4 below. Approximately 64% plan to either move 1-2
hours away or out of state. Three-fourths of leavers overall plan to move farther than an
hour away.
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Distance leavers plan to move, totals expressed in percentages

Finally, each participant who chose “no” to either question 12, which asks those
within the district whether they plan to move from the surrounding area, or question 13,
which asks those outside of the district whether they plan to move from the area they
currently reside in, was asked to identify the reasons he or she wished to remain in their
current location or town (as he or she identified as a would-be-stayer based upon the
response to question 12 or 13). Note that 103 participants responded “no” to question 12,
while 22 responded the same to question 13; this resulted in a total of 125 stayers from
within and outside of the community college district. For question 16, the stayers were
allowed to choose multiple reasons why they planned to remain in their current area, and
thus the total count (220) is greater than the total number of stayers. For this reason, no
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descriptive statistics are given – only the percentages and counts for each of the five
options. As Figure 5 shows below, 47% of stayers planned to stay for familial reasons.

Breakdown bar chart of the reasons why stayers plan to remain in their
current location
Overall Results
Questions 11, 18, 19, 20, and 21, while not numbered in consecutive order, were
presented in order of the five research questions. Question 11 asked students to assess
whether they planned to leave their current institution (community college) and contained
three questions for which the students could choose whether they agreed or disagreed
with the statement using a Likert scale of 1-6 (one being strongly disagree and six being
strongly agree). Question 18 prompted the participants to reflect on their initial
impressions of the college before they made the decision to attend. This focus question
was broken down into nine questions on the topic, each of which was accompanied by a
Likert scale of 1-6. Question 19 requested that the students reflect on how well they felt
they fit in at their community college. This main question consisted of four total
statements for which the students were asked to rate their agreement or disagreement on a
Likert scale of 1-6. Question 20 asked the students to reflect on their overall bond to their
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community college; it consisted of eight statements, all of which were accompanied by a
Likert scale of 1-6 on which the students could rate their agreement or disagreement with
each. Finally, question 21 requested that the participants reflect on how much the
community college had influenced their learning. It contained eight statements for which
the students were asked to rate their level of agreement or disagreement on a Likert scale
of 1-6. A general overview of each of the five main questions follows. Subsequently, a
closer look is given to each research question individually, including a statistical analysis
of how and if leavers and stayers differed for each statement and research question.
Research question one concerns to what extent significant differences exist in the
leavers’ and stayers’ perceptions of their “intent to leave.” Table 5 provides the range,
mean, standard deviation, variance, and total count for each of the three statements which
accompany question 11 concerning the students’ future plans to leave the institution.
Figure 6 follows and provides the total count of the students’ ratings for all three
statements. For the first statement, concerning the intent to transfer within six months, the
majority of students rated that they disagreed with the statement; however, it carried a
higher mean than the statements concerning the students’ intent to withdraw from or
drop-out of college, showing that students were more likely to transfer to another
institution than to withdraw or drop-out altogether. Collectively, however, as shown in
Figure 6, the majority of the students marked that they disagreed or strongly disagreed
with the statements concerning transferring, withdrawing, and dropping out within six
months.
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Table 5
Assessment of Whether Students Plan to Leave their Current Institution
Question 11: These items assess whether you plan to leave your current institution.
Statement
Minimum Maximum M
SD
Variance Count
I plan to transfer to 1.0
6.0
2.85
2.12
4.49
278
another college or
university within 6
months from now
(i.e., to be closer to
family or friends,
because I want to
study in a major
not offered here,
etc.)
I plan to withdraw 1.0
6.0
1.55
1.38
1.90
274
from my college
within 6 months
from now (i.e., it is
still likely I will
graduate from this
or another college)
I plan on dropping 1.0
6.0
1.11
.62
.38
271
out of college
within 6 months
from now (i.e., it is
unlikely I will ever
graduate from this
or another college)
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Breakdown bar chart of the overall total counts for “intent to leave,”
statements 1-3 (question 11)

The second research question focuses on to what extent leavers and stayers differ
in their perceptions of their “initial impressions” of the college; survey question 18
corresponds with this question. This question asks students to reflect on their initial
impressions of the college before they made the decision to attend; it is accompanied by
nine statements, for which students rated their feelings on a scale of 1-6. Table 6 provides
the range, mean, standard deviation, variance, and total count for each of the nine
statements accompanying question 18. The lowest mean of the questions (4.44) was
received for the statement concerning research opportunities provided by the college,
whereas the highest mean of the total group (5.41) accompanied the statement concerning
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the students’ feelings that the distance from their home to the college was manageable.
Overall, the students had positive perceptions of their initial impressions of the college.
Following Table 6, Figure 7 provides the total count for each statement connected to
question 18. Of the nine statements, students rated highest “I felt the distance from home
would be manageable,” as roughly 68% of students strongly agreed with this statement.
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Table 6
Descriptive Statistics for “Initial Impressions” of the College
Question 18: The following items ask you to reflect on your initial impressions of the
college before you made the decision to attend.
Statement
Minimum Maximum M
SD
Variance Count
I felt that a degree
1.0
6.0
4.85
1.30
1.68
278
from (the college)
would provide job
opportunities.
I felt that the size
1.0
6.0
5.26
1.06
1.13
278
of (the college) was
appropriate
The campus
1.0
6.0
4.98
1.31
1.72
278
environment felt
personable when I
visited
I felt that (the
1.0
6.0
4.44
1.44
2.08
279
college) would
provide strong
research
opportunities for
students
I felt that attending 1.0
6.0
5.29
1.02
1.05
278
my community
college would
enable me to gain
practical
knowledge
(The college)
1.0
6.0
5.21
1.22
1.49
276
offered the
academic programs
I was interested in
I felt that the
1.0
6.0
5.41
1.07
1.16
276
distance from
home would be
manageable
I felt the cost of
1.0
6.0
5.21
1.21
1.45
278
(the college) was
reasonable
I knew (the
1.0
6.0
5.32
1.08
1.16
276
college) had a good
reputation
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Breakdown bar chart of the total counts for “initial impression”,
statements 1-9 (question 18).
Note. The blank spaces within figure 7 reflect the fact that the community college’s
name has been removed from the statements so that the institution’s identification is not
disclosed.

The third research question focuses on to what extent significant differences exist
in the leavers’ and stayers’ perceptions of their institutional fit. The survey question that
corresponds with this research question is number 19, which asks the students to reflect
on how well they think they fit in at their college. Question 19 contains four statements,
all of which are accompanied by a Likert scale of 1-6. Table 7 provides the range, mean,
standard deviation, variance, and total count for all four statements. Here, the lowest
average of the ratings concerned the statement “I feel connected to my college.” Even so,
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the mean is 4.65, indicating that the majority of students rated this item positively.
Following Table 7, Figure 8 includes a breakdown bar chart of the overall counts for each
rating of statements 1-4 for question 19. Note that the majority of the ratings were
positive, as students strongly agreed with most of the questions concerning their fit with
the institution. Statement four, “I feel connected to my college,” carried the least positive
ratings, while statement two, “I never feel marginalized or discriminated against at this
college,” carried the highest ratings.
Table 7
Descriptive Statistics for Institutional Fitness Statements
Question 19: The following items ask you to reflect on how well you think you fit at
(the community college).
Statement
Minimum Maximum Mean Std
Variance Count
Deviation
I feel I fit in here
1.0
6.0
4.89
1.42
2.01
275
at this college
I never feel
1.0
6.0
5.24
1.36
1.85
274
marginalized or
discriminated
against at this
college
I feel like I belong 1.0
6.0
5.06
1.29
1.65
275
at my college
I feel connected to 1.0
6.0
4.65
1.52
2.30
275
my college
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Breakdown bar chart of the overall total counts for “institutional fitness,”
statements 1-4 (question 19)

Research question four concerns the participants’ perceptions of their bond with
the community college, and if these perceptions differ based upon if the participant is a
leaver or a stayer. Survey question 20 corresponds to research question four and includes
eight statements which are each accompanied by a Likert scale of 1-6. Table 8 provides
the range, mean, standard deviation, variance, and total count for the eight statements
concerning the student-community college bond.
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Table 8
Descriptive Statistics for “Student-Community College Bond”
Question 20: The following items ask you to reflect on your overall bond to (the
community college).
Statement
Minimum Maximum M
SD
Variance Count
I care about my
1.0
6.0
5.0
1.31
1.72
278
college
I am proud to be a 1.0
6.0
5.19
1.19
1.42
276
student at my
college
I get defensive
1.0
6.0
4.25
1.67
2.78
278
whenever people
say something
negative about my
college
I would
1.0
6.0
5.36
1.10
1.20
278
recommend my
college to others
I would choose my 1.0
6.0
5.15
1.31
1.72
277
college again if I
could do it over
It is important to
1.0
6.0
5.58
.97
.93
278
me to graduate
from my college
I am interested in
1.0
6.0
4.14
1.68
2.83
278
remaining
connected with my
college after I
graduate
I plan on
1.0
6.0
3.42
1.70
2.90
278
contributing
financially to my
college at some
point in the future

Figure 9 includes the total counts for each of the rankings for all eight statements
associated with question 19. The statement “I plan on contributing financially to my
college...” carried the most varied ratings, with a mean of 3.42, while the statement “It is
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important to me to graduate from my college” collected the most positive rating of
“strongly agree” of any of the nine statements, with a mean of 5.58.

Breakdown bar chart of the total counts for “student-community college
bond,” statements 1-9 (question 20)

Lastly, research question five seeks to determine to what extent significant
differences exist in leavers’ and stayers’ perceptions of their “perceived learning gains.”
The associated survey question for research question five is question 21, which includes
eight statements, all for which participants were asked to rate their perceptions using a
Likert scale of 1-6. Table 9 contains each statement and its corresponding range, mean,
standard deviation, variance, and total response count. As can be seen in Table 9,
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question 21, on average, carried the second lowest combined rating of any other research
question. Still, students rated their perceived learning gains positively, with an average
mean of 4.578 combined.
Table 9
Descriptive Statistics for “Perceived Learning Gains”
Question 21: The following items ask you to reflect on how much (the community
college) has influenced your learning.
Statement
Minimum Maximum M
SD
Variance Count
My college is helping 1.0
6.0
4.43
1.59
2.54
280
me figure out who I
am as a person
My college is helping 1.0
6.0
4.96
1.36
1.85
278
me to be the best
student I can be
academically
My college is helping 1.0
6.0
4.61
1.58
2.51
280
me explore potential
careers
My college is helping 1.0
6.0
4.69
1.39
1.93
278
me refine my
interpersonal
communication skills
My college is
1.0
6.0
4.36
1.60
2.57
278
assisting me in
becoming a more
involved citizen
My college is
1.0
6.0
4.60
1.52
2.31
279
assisting me in
developing more selfconfidence
My college is helping 1.0
6.0
4.74
1.43
2.06
280
prepare me to become
a more effective
leader
My college has made 1.0
6.0
4.23
1.57
2.46
280
me aware of diversity
issues
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Figure 10 contains a breakdown bar chart of the total counts for each rating of the
eight statements. The most highly rated question in this set was “My college is helping
me to be the best student I can be academically,” while the lowest was “My college has
made me aware of diversity issues.” Still, over 40% of participants “strongly agreed”
with the statements overall.

Breakdown bar chart of the total counts for “perceived learning gains,”
statements 1-8 (question 21)
Research Question 1
Survey question 11 aligned with research question one, “to what extent are there
significant differences in perceptions of ‘intent to leave’ as measured by the (SCCPI) for
self-identified ‘leavers’ and ‘stayers?’.” As shown in Table 5 and Figure 6, the majority
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of students “strongly disagreed” with the three statements contained in survey question
11. Figure 11 provides an additional pictorial view and includes the mean of each
statement.

Gauge charts of the statistical means of statements 1-3 (question 11)

The average mean of the three statements included in question 11, 1.84, indicates
that most participants rated their intent to leave poorly. However, as the statements
require the students to rate their level of agreement with their intentions to move, to
withdraw, and to drop-out, an inverted mean of 4.16 might portray a more accurate
reflection of students’ perceptions on a reverse scale. The self-identified leavers and
stayers who resided within the community college district differed in their ratings of “I
plan to transfer to another college or university within 6 months from now...”, as, on
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average, leavers were more likely (M = 3.14, SE = .20) to transfer than stayers (M = 2.48,
SE = .20). This difference, .660, 95% CI [.103, 1.216], was significant t(215.9) = 2.337, p
= .020. Likewise, the leavers and stayers who resided outside of the community college
district differed in their intent to transfer. On average, the leavers outside of the district
(M = 3.43, SE = .365) were more likely to transfer than stayers (M = 1.95, SE = .381).
This difference, 1.474, 95% CI [.415, 2.533], was also significant t(50.83) = 2.795, p =
.019.
For statement two, “I plan to withdraw from my college within 6 months from
now…”, neither the leavers (M = 1.63, SE = .139) nor the stayers (M = 1.53, SE = .132)
within the district were likely to withdraw. The difference between the two groups was
not significant, .107, 95% CI [-.279, .493], t(213) = .546, p = .585. The leavers and
stayers living outside of the district were also not likely to withdraw overall (M = 1.61,
SE = .243 and M = 1.05, SE = .045, respectively); however, the difference between the
two groups, .566, 95% CI [.064, 1.067], was significant t(37.4) = 2.286, p = .028.
Leavers and stayers also rated that they were not likely to drop out of college, as
statement three, “I plan on dropping out of college within 6 months from now…” was the
lowest rated of all. Neither the leavers, nor the stayers, regardless of where they lived,
were likely to drop out of college. In fact, 100% of the leavers and stayers outside of the
district rated their likelihood of dropping out of college within 6 months as “strongly
disagree.” The mean for these out-of-the-district groups was M = 1.0, with no standard
deviation. No significant differences existed between either of the groups.
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Research Question 2
Research question two, “To what extent are there significant differences in
perceptions of ‘initial impressions’ as measured by the (SCCPI) for self-identified
‘leavers’ and ‘stayers?’,” can be answered by survey question 18, which contains nine
statements concerned with students’ “initial impressions” of the community college.
Figure 12 contains a pictorial view of the mean for each of the nine statements included
in survey question 18. The most positively rated statement was statement seven
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concerning the distance to the college from home, while the lowest rated was statement
four, which concerned research opportunities made available through the college.

Gauge charts depicting the means of statements 1-9 (question 18)
For the first statement, “I felt that a degree from (this community college) would
provide job opportunities,” both leavers and stayers from within the district felt that a
degree from the college would provide job opportunities, but on average, the stayers rated
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their perceptions of job opportunities higher (M = 4.74, SE = .125 and M = 4.85, SE =
.129, respectively). This difference, -.113, 95% CI [-.468, .243], was not significant
t(218) = -.626, p = .532. The leavers and stayers residing outside of the district also
rated their perception of job opportunities made available through attaining a degree from
the college favorably (M = 5.11, SE = .191 and M = .505, SE = .259, respectively).
Likewise, however, this difference, .069, 95% CI [-.566, .703], was not significant t(55) =
.217, p = .829.
All four groups felt that the size of the college was appropriate, as each similarly
rated statement two, “I felt the size of (the college) was appropriate.” There were no
significant differences, as shown in Table 10, which provides the standard error mean,
standard deviation, number of respondents, and mean for each group.
Table 10
Descriptive Statistics of Each Leaver and Stayer Group Concerning the Size of the
College
Group
Leavers within district
Stayers within district
Leavers outside of district
Stayers outside of district

n
121
99
35
22

M
5.26
5.27
5.29
5.18

SD
1.14
1.04
.89
1.05

SEM
.10
.10
.15
.22

Statement three, “The campus environment felt personable when I visited,” also
was rated positively by each leaver and stayer group. Both leavers and stayers within the
college district rated the campus environment as personable (M = 4.82, SE = .125 and M
= 5.16, SE = .127, respectively). The difference, -.343, 95% CI [-.694, .007], was not
significant t(215.11) = -1.932, p = .055. However, it did represent a small-sized effect,
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Cohen’s d = 0.27. Furthermore, both leavers and stayers outside of the district rated the
campus environment as personable (M = 5.00, SE = .232 and M = 5.09, SE = .227,
respectively). However, there was no significant difference, -.091, 95% CI [-.780, .598],
t(55) = -.264, p = .792.
“I felt that (the community college) would provide strong research opportunities
for students,” statement four, was rated positively by each group. Both the leavers and
stayers within and outside of the district felt that the college would provide strong
research opportunities for students (leavers within district, M = 4.26, SE = .142; stayers
within district, M = 4.54, SE = .135; leavers outside of the district, M = 4.53, SE = .237;
stayers outside of the district, M = 4.91, SE = .254). However, although favorably rated,
this was the lowest scoring item for research question two. The differences were not
significant between the groups.
The leavers and stayers also positively rated statement five, “I felt that attending
my community college would enable me to gain practical knowledge.” The leavers and
stayers within the district rated this statement very similarly (M = 5.24, SE = .092 and M
= 5.28, SE = .106, respectively). Both positively rated that the college would enable them
to gain practical knowledge. There was no significant difference between the two groups.
The leavers and stayers outside of the district also rated this item positively (M = 5.53, SE
= .141 and M = 5.32, SE = .274, respectively). Likewise, there was no significant
difference.
Statement six, “(the community college) offered the academic programs I was
interested in,” received different ratings from both groups of students. While both the
leavers and stayers within the district positively rated that the college offered programs of
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interest, the stayers rated this item more favorably (M = 4.88, SE = .132 for leavers and M
= 5.43, SE = .099 for stayers). This difference, -.545, 95% CI [-.871, -.220], was in fact
significant t(209.64) = -3.301, p = .001. The leavers and stayers outside of the district
also felt that the college offered programs of interest (M = 5.46, SE = .155 and M = 5.73,
SE = .164, respectively). Again, the stayers rated this item slightly more positively than
the leavers, but the difference was not significant, -.270, 95% CI [-.741, .201], t(55) =
-1.149, p = .255. Note that there was a small- to medium-sized effect, Cohen’s d = .352.
“I felt that the distance from home would be manageable,” statement seven,
received the most positive ratings of the nine statements, with an average rating of 5.41.
The leavers and stayers within the district closely rated this item (M = 5.48, SE = .088,
and M = 5.52, SE = .103, and thus, the difference was not significant. The leavers and
stayers outside of the district also rated this item positively (M = 4.89, SE = .242 and M =
5.50, SE = .226, respectively), without a significant difference, -.611, 95% CI [-1.325,
.103], t(56) = -1.715, p = .092. However, a medium-sized effect existed, Cohen’s d
=.577, between the two groups. This implies that, although the difference was not
significant according to the independent t-test, a medium effect did exist.
Statement eight, “I felt the cost of (the community college) was reasonable,” was
rated positively. Again, the leavers and stayers within the district rated this item
favorably with the leavers (M = 5.16, SE = .113) rating it slightly lower than the stayers
(M = 5.29, SE = .115). The difference was not significant. However, although both
groups outside of the district rated this item favorably, the leavers rated it slightly more
positively than the stayers (M = 5.22, SE = .207 and M = 5.09, SE = .278, respectively).
The difference was not significant, however.
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Lastly, the four groups also rated statement nine positively, as it reads “I knew
(this community college) has a good reputation.” All four groups rated this item
favorably and closely: leavers within the district, M = 5.32, SE = .097; leavers outside of
the district, M = 5.22, SE = .196; stayers within the district, M = 5.40, SE = .105; and the
stayers outside of the district, M = 5.18, SE = .260). It appears that both groups within the
district rated this item slightly higher than the outside groups. However, no significant
differences existed between the leavers and the stayers.
Overall, both the leaver and stayer groups within and outside of the district held
positive perceptions of all nine statements concerning their initial impressions of the
college. Some significant differences existed, as the stayers within the district out-rated
their leaver counterparts, while the stayers and leavers outside of the district had mixed
ratings, with the leavers out-rating the stayers on some statements and the stayers outrating the leavers on others.
Research Question 3
Research question three, “To what extent are there significant differences in
perceptions of ‘institutional fit’ as measured by the (SCCPI) for self-identified ‘leavers’
and ‘stayers?’,” seeks to determine whether differences exist between the groups in their
perceptions of their fit with the institution. Survey question 19, and the four statements it
includes, aligns with research question three. Figure 13 below presents the overall mean
for each of the four statements of question 19, which asks the students to “reflect on how
well you think you fit at (the community college).” All four statements were rated
positively, with “I never feel marginalized or discriminated at this college” receiving the
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highest average ratings from the students with a mean of 5.24, while “I feel connected to
my college” received the lowest with a mean of 4.65.

Gauge charts depicting the means of statements 1-4 (question 19)

For statement one, “I feel I fit in here at this college,” all groups held positive
perceptions. Both the leavers and stayers within the district felt like they fit in at the
college (M = 4.81, SE = .135 and M = 5.06, SE = .134, respectively). However, it did
appear that the leavers felt less like they fit in than the stayers. This difference, -.255,
95% CI [-.634, .124], was not significant t(214) = -1.328, p = .186. A slight effect can be
seen, however, as Cohen’s d = .19. The leavers and stayers outside of the district also felt
like they fit in at the college (M = 4.83, SE = .257 and M = 4.77, SE = .301, respectively).
Their ratings were similar to those of the leavers and stayers of the district. However, the
stayers within the district rated this item less favorably than any other group. Even so, no
significant differences existed between the leavers and stayers outside of the district.
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All four groups also rated the second statement positively, which states “I never
feel marginalized or discriminated against at this college.” In fact, this item received the
highest rating of the statements included in question 19. The leavers and stayers within
the district rated this item very similarly (M = 5.23, SE = .130 and M = 5.33, SE = .132,
respectively) and no significant difference was found. The leavers and stayers outside of
the district also positively rated that they never feel marginalized against at the college
(M = 4.97, SE = .247 and M = 5.36, SE = .242). No significant difference was found
between the two groups, -.391, 95% CI [-1.130, .348], t(56) = -1.061, p = .293. However,
a small- to medium-sized effect exists, Cohen’s d = .343.
The leavers and stayers of the district varied slightly in their feelings of belonging
(statement three), but again the stayers seemed to more feel like they belonged at the
college: M = 4.92, SE = .126 for leavers and M = 5.16, SE = .121 for stayers. There was
no significant difference between the two, however: -.249, 95% CI [-.599, .101], t(214) =
-1.402, p = .162. Note that a small-sized effect can be seen, Cohen’s d = .20. Likewise,
the leavers and stayers outside of the district felt as though they belonged at the college,
M = 5.00, SE = .232 and M = 5.50, SE = .195, respectively. Note that the groups outside
of the district rated this item more strongly than those within the district. No significant
difference exists, however, but a medium-sized effect does, Cohen’s d = .548.
Finally, the groups rated statement four, “I feel connected to my college,”
positively, although it received the lowest average rating overall (M = 4.65). Both the
leavers and stayers within and outside of the district rated favorably that they feel
connected to the college, M = 4.55, SE = .147 for the leavers within the district, M = 4.78,
SE = .142 for the stayers within the district, M = 4.61, SE = .265 for the leavers outside of
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the district, and M = 4.77, SE = .322 for the stayers outside of the district, respectively.
No significant difference existed between any of the groups.
Although no significant differences existed between the leavers and stayers,
regardless of where they lived, for any of the four statements, the stayers out-rated the
leavers on every statement except for statement one, wherein the leavers outside of the
district more positively rated that they felt they fit in well with the college than did the
stayers. Note that many small- to medium-sized effects existed for three of the four
statements. For example, a small-sized effect was seen between the leavers and stayers
within the district for statement one, a small- to medium-sized effect existed for the
leavers and stayers outside of the district for statement two, and both the leavers and
stayers within the district and the leavers and stayers outside of the district exhibited a
small- and medium-sized effect for statement three, respectively.
Research Question 4
Survey question 20 includes eight statements and requests for the participant to
“reflect on your overall bond to (the community college).” It aligns with research
question four, which seeks to understand “To what extent are there significant differences
in perceptions of ‘student-community college bond’ as measured by the (SCCPI) for selfidentified ‘leavers’ and ‘stayers?’.” Figure 14 provides a pictorial snapshot of the mean
rating for each of the eight statements contained in question 20. As shown, the statement
rated most positively was “It is important to me to graduate from my college”, while the
lowest rated item was statement eight, “I plan on contributing financially to my college at
some point in the future.”
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Gauge charts depicting the means of statements 1-8 (question 20).
Note. Any item averaging 3.5 or above is colored in green, whilst anything averaging less
than 3.5 is colored in blue.

Both the leavers and stayers outside and within the district rated that they cared
about their college (statement one), but both the leavers and stayers outside of the district
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rated this more highly than those within the district (M = 4.85, SE = .129 for the leavers
within the district, M = 5.17, SE = .205 for the leavers outside of the district, M = 5.06,
SE = .129 for the stayers within the district, and M = 5.36, SE = .192 for the stayers
outside of the district). Finally, the stayers outside of the district rated this more highly
than any of the other groups. No significant differences exist, however. Note that a smallsized effect does exist between the leavers and stayers outside of the district, Cohen’s d =
.211.
For statement two, “I am proud to be a student at my college,” the leavers and
stayers, both within and outside of the district, rated the item similarly. On average, the
stayers outside of the district were more proud to be a student at the college than any
other group: M = 5.08, SE = .117 for the leavers within the district, M = 5.21, SE = .123
for the stayers within the district, M = 5.39, SE = .194 for the leavers outside of the
district, and M = 5.45, SE = .194 for the stayers outside of the district. No significant
differences existed between populations, however.
The leavers and stayers of within and outside of the district rated that they get
defensive whenever someone says something negative about their college (statement
three). However, this item was one of the lowest rated by the students within the district
(M = 4.27, SE = .156 and M = 4.16, SE = .167, respectively). For the leavers and stayers
within the district, the difference, .105, 95% CI [-.346, .556], was not significant t(217) =
.459, p = .647. The stayers outside of the district rated this item more highly than any
other group (M = 4.08, SE = .286 for the leavers and M = 4.82, SE = .313 for the stayers).
The difference, -.735, 95% CI [-1.616, .147], was not significant t(56) = -1.670, p = .100.
Note that a medium-sized effect exists, Cohen’s d = .504.
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Statement four concerned whether the students would recommend their college to
others. Both the leavers and stayers within and outside of the district rated positively that
they would recommend the college to others. No significant differences existed for
leavers and stayers within the district, -.255, 95% CI [-.522, .072], t(217) = -1.492, p =
.137. However, a small-sized effect was found, Cohen’s d = .217, between the leavers
and stayers within the district. Likewise, no significant difference existed between the
leavers and stayers outside of the district, -.240, 95% CI [-.806, .326], t(56) = -.849, p =
.400, but a small-to-medium-sized effect was found, Cohen’s d = .358.
Statement five, “I would choose my college again if I could do it over,” was rated
positively by both the leavers and stayers within the district (M = 4.98, SE = .131 and M
= 5.33, SE = .121, respectively). The difference, -.350, 95% CI [-.702, .002], was on the
cusp of significance, t(215.97) = -1.961, p = .051. There also exists a small-sized effect,
Cohen’s d = .291. The leavers and stayers outside of the district also rated this item
favorably (M = 5.11, SE = .214 and M = 5.36, SE = .233). No significant difference
exists, -.253, 95% CI [-.911, .406], t(56) = -.768, p = .446, but a small-sized effect does,
Cohen’s d = .229.
Statement six concerned the students’ perceptions of how important they felt it
was to graduate from the college. All four groups rated this item favorably, with no
significant differences or effect sizes. Note, however, that the leavers and stayers outside
of the district more positively rated this item than both the leavers and stayers within the
district (M = 5.61, SE = .128 for the leavers outside of the district, M = 5.68, SE = .153
for the stayers outside of the district, M = 5.58, SE = .093 for the leavers within the
district, and M = 5.56, SE = .103 for the stayers within the district).
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While it was one of the lowest scoring items in this section, both leavers and
stayers within the district still positively scored statement seven, affirming that they
would be interested in remaining connected to their college (M = 3.94, SE = .159 and M =
4.24, SE = .164, respectively). Note that the stayers more positively rated this item than
the leavers. No significant difference existed, however. Next, the leavers and stayers
outside of the district not only rated this item identically (M = 4.36, SE = .279 for leavers
and SE = .358 for stayers), but they both more positively rated that they would like to
stay connected to the college than did those within the district. Again, no significant
difference was found between the groups.
Finally, statement eight addressed whether the students planned to contribute
financially to the college at some point in the future. The leavers and stayers within the
district rated this item the lowest of any items thus far, but both still averaged a positive
rating, M = 3.33, SE = .161 and M = 3.41, SE = .166, respectively. No significant
difference existed. Note that the leavers and stayers outside of the district rated this item
more favorably than their within-district counterparts with the leavers averaging M =
3.50, SE = .299 and the stayers averaging M = 3.86, SE = .318. While no significant
difference exists, a small-sized effect does, Cohen’s d = .242.
No significant differences were observed between the leavers and stayers,
regardless of where they lived. However, differences were present, as many small- and
medium-sized effects could be seen between the various groups. Perhaps more telling
here, though, is that the out-of-district groups more positively rated several statements
than their within-district counterparts. For example, the leavers and stayers outside of the
district rated more positively that they cared about their college (statement one), that they
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were proud to be a student at the college (statement two), that they would choose the
college over again if they could (statement five), that it was important to them to graduate
from the college (statement six), that they were interested in remaining connected with
their college after they graduated (statement seven), and that they planned to contribute
financially to the college at some point in the future (statement eight).
Research Question 5
Lastly, survey question 21, which asked the participants to “reflect on how much
(the community college) has influenced your learning”, included eight statements which
aligned with research question five, “To what extent are there significant differences in
perceptions of ‘perceived learning gains’ as measured by the (SCCPI) for self-identified
‘leavers’ and ‘stayers?’.” Figure 15 contains several “gauge charts” depicting the mean
for each of the eight statements included in question 21. As can be seen in Figure 15,
question 21 carried the second lowest average rating across its eight statements, as the
overall mean is 4.58. Only research question one was rated lower.
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Gauge charts depicting the means of statements 1-8 (question 21)

The first statement of question 21 concerned whether the college was helping the
students figure out who they were as individuals. The leavers and stayers within the
district rated statement one positively and scored this item identically at M = 4.45 (SE =
97

.144 for leavers and SE = .153 for stayers). There were no significant differences between
the groups. The leavers and stayers outside of the district also positively rated this item
(M = 4.33, SE = .298 and M = 4.50, SE = .340, respectively), with no significant
difference or effect size.
The second statement, “My college is helping me to be the best student I can be
academically,” received positive ratings from all groups (M = 4.88, SE = .122 for the
leavers within the district, M = 4.98, SE = .145 for the stayers within the district, M =
5.00, SE = .207 for the leavers outside of the district, and M = 5.41, SE = .215 for the
stayers outside of the district). The stayers outside of the district rated statement two
more positively than any other group. The leavers and stayers within and outside of the
district seemed to rate this item positively, but the leavers and stayers outside of the
district more positively rated it than those within the district, with a medium-sized effect
of Cohen’s d = .407 between the outside-of-district groups. No significant differences
existed between the groups of leavers and stayers outside of the district, however: -.409,
95% CI [-1.038, .220], t(56) = -1.304, p = .198. No effects or differences existed for
those within the district, either: -.105, 95% CI [-.476, .266], t(217) = -.557, p = .578.
The third statement concerned whether the college was helping the students
explore potential careers. The leavers and stayers within the district both felt the college
was helping them to accomplish this, with the stayers rating the item more positively than
the leavers (M = 4.43, SE = .154 for leavers and M = 4.75, SE = .154 for stayers). A
small-sized effect existed, Cohen’s d = .21, but there was no significant difference, -.313,
95% CI [-.746, .120], t(219) = -1.424, p = .156. The leavers and stayers outside of the
district also felt that the college was helping them to explore potential careers, with the
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leavers outscoring the leavers from within the district and the stayers outside of the
district outscoring those from within the district. There exists a small-sized effect
between the leavers and stayers outside of the district, Cohen’s d = .25, but no significant
difference was found.
Statement four, “My college is helping me refine my interpersonal
communication skills,” also received positive ratings. The leavers and stayers of the
district rated this item more favorably than their out-of-district counterparts. No
significant differences existed for the leavers and stayers within the district, -.238, 95%
CI [-.608, .133], t(219) = -1.263, p = .208, nor did a significant difference exist for those
outside of the district, -.316, 95% CI [-1.064, .433], t(54) = -.845, p = .402. However, the
leavers and stayers outside of the district exhibited a small-sized effect, Cohen’s d = .23.
Both the leavers and stayers within and outside of the district rated statement five,
“My college is assisting me in becoming a more involved citizen,” favorably, with a
small-sized effect existing for the leavers and stayers within the district, Cohen’s d =
.225. No significant differences existed for the groups within the district, -.335, 95% CI [
-.765, .094], t(2215.861) = -1.539, p = .125, nor for those outside of the district, -.167,
95% CI [-1.004, .670], t(56) = -.399, p = .691.
Statement six, “My college is assisting me in developing more self-confidence,”
also received positive ratings. Both the leavers and stayers within the district rated this
item favorably with the leavers averaging M = 4.52, SE = .142 and the stayers averaging
M = 4.68, SE = .153. A significant difference -.167, 95% CI [-.579, .245], did not exist
t(218) = -.800, p = .424. The leavers outside of the district rated this item lower than any
other group (M = 4.31, SE = .261), while the stayers rated this item the highest of the
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groups (M = 5.23, SE = .237). The difference, -.922, 95% CI [-1.627, -.216], was
significant t(54.63) = -2.618, p = .011 and the effect size was large, Cohen’s d = .829.
For statement seven, the leavers and stayers within the district both felt that the
college was helping to prepare them to become more effective leaders (M = 4.67, SE =
.134 and M = 4.77, SE = .136). The difference, -.096, 95% CI [-.476, .285], was not
significant t(219) = -.495, p = .621. As for the previous item, the leavers outside of the
district rated this item lower than any other group, averaging M = 4.53, SE = .260, while
the stayers outside of the district rated it the highest at M = 5.41, SE = .234. The
difference, -.881, 95% CI [-1.582, -.181], was significant t(54.75) = -2.521, p = .015 and
the effect size was large, Cohen’s d = .801.
Finally, statement eight, “My college has made me aware of diversity issues,” was
rated positively. Both the leavers and stayers within the district felt that the college had
made them aware of diversity issues (M = 4.15, SE = .150 and M = 4.33, SE = .149,
respectively). This difference, -.186, 95% CI [-.607, .236], was not significant t(219) = .869, p = .386. Again, the leavers outside of the district rated this item the lowest (M =
3.94, SE = .245), while the stayers outside of the district rated this item the highest (M =
4.82, SE = .320). The difference, -.874, 95% CI [-1.678, -.070], was significant t(56) = 2.177, p = .034 and the effect size was medium, Cohen’s d = .587.
It seems as though the eight statements contained in question 21 received mixed
reviews, although the average for all was positive. The stayers outside of the district more
positively rated statements one, “My college is helping me figure out who I am as a
person,” two, “My college is helping me to be the best student I can be academically,”
three, “My college is helping me explore potential careers,” six, “My college is assisting
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me in developing more self-confidence,” seven, “My college is helping prepare me to
become a more effective leader,” and eight, “My college has made me aware of diversity
issues,” than any of the other three groups, whilst the leavers outside of the district rated
several statements lower than any of the groups. Because of this, several effect-sizes and
significant differences existed.
Summary
Overall, the majority of the statements contained in questions 18, 19, 20, and 21
received positive reviews. The exceptions were the statements contained in question 11,
all of which received, on average, a “strongly disagree” to “disagree” rating. However,
since this question concerned the students’ intentions to leave, withdraw, or drop-out, the
inverted averages should be considered. If so, then all five main questions received
positive ratings. The stayers most often out-rated their leaver counterparts, regardless of
whether the groups lived within or outside of the district. However, some differences did
exist wherein the leavers out-rated their stayer counterparts. Table 11 below contains the
mean rating of each group for all 32 statements within survey questions 11, 18, 19, 20,
and 21.
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Table 11
Mean Rating of Each Group, Over 32 Research Statements
Statement

n

Leavers
within
district
(M)

n

Stayers
within
district
(M)

n

Leavers
outside
of
district
(M)

n

Stayers
outside
of
district
(M)

Question 11: These items assess whether you plan to leave your current institution.
1) I plan to transfer
to another college or
university within 6
months from now

122 3.14

98

2.48

35

3.43

22

1.95

2) I plan to withdraw
from my college
within 6 months
from now

120 1.63

95

1.53

36

1.61

22

1.05

3) I plan on dropping
out of college within
6 months from now

118 1.06

95

1.21

35

1.0

22

1.0

Question 18: The following items as you to reflect on your initial impressions of the
college before you made the decision to attend.
1) I felt that a degree 121 4.74
from (my community
college) would
provide job
opportunities

99

4.85

35

5.11

22

5.05

2) I felt that the size
of (my community
college) was
appropriate

121 5.26

99

5.27

35

5.29

22

5.18

3) The campus
environment felt
personable when I
visited

121 4.82

99

5.16

35

5.00

22

5.09
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Table 11 (continued)
Statement

n

Leavers
within
district
(M)

n

Stayers
within
district
(M)

n

Leavers
outside
of
district
(M)

n

Stayers
outside
of
district
(M)

4) I felt that (my
121 4.26
community college)
would provide strong
research
opportunities for
students

99

4.54

36

4.53

22

4.91

5) I felt that
attending my
community college
would enable me to
gain practical
knowledge

120 5.24

99

5.28

36

5.53

22

5.32

6) (My community
college) offered the
academic programs I
was interested in

120 4.88

98

5.43

35

5.46

22

5.73

7) I felt that the
distance from home
would be
manageable

120 5.48

97

5.52

36

4.89

22

5.50

8) I felt the cost of
(my community
college) was
reasonable

122 5.16

97

5.29

36

5.22

22

5.09

9) I knew (my
community college)
had a good
reputation

121 5.32

96

5.40

36

5.22

22

5.18

Question 19: The following items ask you to reflect on how well you think you fit at
(the community college).
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Table 11 (continued)
Statement

n

1) I feel I fit in here
at this college

Leavers
within
district
(M)

n

Stayers
within
district
(M)

n

Leavers
outside
of
district
(M)

n

Stayers
outside
of
district
(M)

119 4.81

97

5.06

36

4.83

22

4.77

2) I never feel
marginalized or
discriminated against
at this college

119 5.23

96

5.33

36

4.97

22

5.36

3) I feel like I belong
at my college

119 4.92

97

5.16

36

5.00

22

5.50

4) I feel connected to
my college

119 4.55

97

4.78

36

4.61

22

4.77

Question 20: The following items as you to reflect on your overall bond to (the
community college).
1) I care about my
college

120 4.85

99

5.06

36

5.17

22

5.36

2) I am proud to be a
student at my college

119 5.08

98

5.21

36

5.39

22

5.45

3) I get defensive
whenever people say
something negative
about my college

120 4.27

99

4.16

36

4.08

22

4.82

4) I would
recommend my
college to others

120 5.25

99

5.47

36

5.31

22

5.55

5) I would choose
my college again if I
could do it over

119 4.98

99

5.33

36

5.11

22

5.36
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Table 11 (continued)
Statement

n

6) It is important to
me to graduate from
my college

Leavers
within
district
(M)

n

Stayers
within
district
(M)

n

Leavers
outside
of
district
(M)

n

Stayers
outside
of
district
(M)

120 5.58

99

5.56

36

5.61

22

5.68

7) I am interested in
remaining connected
with my college after
I graduate

120 3.94

99

4.24

36

4.36

22

4.36

8) I plan on
contributing
financially to my
college at some point
in the future

120 3.33

99

3.41

36

3.50

22

3.86

Question 21: The following items ask you to reflect on how much (the community
college) has influenced your learning.
1) My college is
122 4.45
helping me figure out
who I am as a person

99

4.45

36

4.33

22

4.50

2) My college is
helping me to be the
best student I can be
academically

120 4.88

99

4.98

36

5.00

22

5.41

3) My college is
helping me explore
potential careers

122 4.43

99

4.75

36

4.67

22

5.00

4) My college is
122 4.63
helping me refine my
interpersonal
communication skills

99

4.87

34

4.41

22

4.73
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Table 11 (continued)
Statement

n

5) My college is
assisting me in
becoming a more
involved citizen

Leavers
within
district
(M)

n

Stayers
within
district
(M)

n

Leavers
outside
of
district
(M)

n

Stayers
outside
of
district
(M)

120 4.20

99

4.54

36

4.33

22

4.50

6) My college is
assisting me in
developing more
self-confidence

122 4.52

98

4.68

36

4.31

22

5.23

7) My college is
helping prepare me
to become a more
effective leader

122 4.67

99

4.77

36

4.53

22

5.41

8) My college has
made me aware of
diversity issues

122 4.15

99

4.33

36

3.94

22

4.82

As can be seen in Table 11, the stayer groups out-rated the leaver groups 27 to 6
(the leavers and stayers outside of the district tied for the highest rating for one
statement), and the in-district groups were out-rated by the out-of-district groups by 23 to
10. Overall, the stayers outside of the district gave more positive ratings than any of the
other groups, with the stayers within the district being the next most positive reviewers.
The lowest reviews overall were given by the leavers within the district (on 16
statements), whilst the leavers outside of the district gave the lowest ratings for eight
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statements. Note, though, that all average ratings were positive, except for the three
statements in question 11.
Significant differences were found for several statements. Specifically, the indistrict leavers and stayers and the leavers and stayers outside of the district both
significantly differed in their perceptions of their intent to transfer within six months,
with the leavers of each group being more likely to transfer than their stayer counterparts.
A significant difference also existed between the out-of-district leavers and stayers, with
leavers being more likely to withdraw from the college within six months. A significant
difference was also found between the leavers and stayers of the district concerning their
perceptions that the college offered them academic programs that they were interested in,
with the stayers feeling more positive about the academic programs than the leavers. The
in-district leavers and stayers also significantly differed in their feelings of the college,
with stayers feeling more positive that they would choose the college again if given the
chance. Finally, significant differences existed between the leavers and stayers outside of
the district concerning the statements “my college is helping me refine my interpersonal
communication skills,” “my college is helping me to become a more effective leader,”
and “my college has made me aware of diversity issues,” with stayers more highly rating
all three statements than out-of-district leavers. Note that several effect sizes were found
throughout the study. Chapter five will shed more light on these effect sizes and the
significant differences found between the leavers and stayers outside of the district and
between the leavers and stayers within the district.
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CHAPTER V
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Introduction
This chapter includes a discussion of the summary, conclusions of the results and
study, limitations of the study, and introduces recommendations for future research. The
purpose of this study was to determine if community colleges hold any promise in
alleviating the effects of the rural brain drain. To attempt this determination, five research
questions were developed in order to ascertain if students’ determination to leave or stay
within a rural area affected their perceptions of five community college facets:
institutional fit, student-community college bond, learning gains, intent to leave, and
initial impressions of the college. To inquire whether any significant differences existed
between leavers and stayers in their perceptions of the community college, a survey was
constructed, entitled the SCCPI. The survey consisted of several demographic questions,
as well as questions concerning the students’ plans to leave or remain in their current
location, and included five questions, each accompanied by a varying number of
statements, which were used to identify the average perceptions of students who had selfidentified as leavers or stayers. The participants were divided into four groups based
upon their responses to questions concerning location and intent to leave or stay in the
area. The resulting four groups were: leavers who resided within the community college
district, stayers who resided within the community college district, leavers who resided
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outside of the community college district, and stayers who resided outside of the
community college district. The results of the survey were analyzed utilizing independent
t-tests in order to determine whether any significant differences existed between the
leavers and stayers within the district and between the leavers and stayers outside of the
district.
The following five research questions guided the study:
1. To what extent are there significant differences in perceptions of “intent to
leave”, as measured by the Student Community College Perception Instrument
for self-identified “leavers” and “stayers?”
2. To what extent are there significant differences in perceptions of “initial
impressions”, as measured by the Student Community College Perception
Instrument for self-identified “leavers” and “stayers?”
3.

To what extent are there significant differences in perceptions of
“institutional fit”, as measured by the Student Community College Perception
Instrument for self-identified “leavers” and “stayers?”

4. To what extent are there significant differences in perceptions of “studentcommunity college bond”, as measured by the Student Community College
Perception Instrument for self-identified “leavers” and “stayers?”
5. To what extent are there significant differences in perceptions of “perceived
learning gains”, as measured by the Student Community College Perception
Instrument for self-identified “leavers” and “stayers?”

109

Summary of Findings and Conclusions
The SCCPI construct was created by adapting a previously existing survey, the
SULI, created by Vianden and Barlow in 2011. The survey utilized by Vianden and
Barlow (2014) was constructed through the adaptation of another perception-based
model, the RQSL instrument created by Langer et al. (2001) and Hennig-Thurau et al.
(2001),and was utilized to determine students’ loyalty to their baccalaureate-granting
institutions. A study of this nature had yet to be produced using the means of a studentcommunity college perception survey, and thus the SCCPI was utilized in order to
determine whether leavers’ and stayers’ perceptions of various community college facets
significantly differed.
The SCCPI was deployed to all currently enrolled students at a single community
college in Mississippi. Demographic data were gathered utilizing the survey, as were the
intentions of the participants to leave or remain in their current location. Finally, the
students were asked to respond to a series of 32 statements, each of which was connected
to one of the five research questions. Once the survey closed and the data were collected,
descriptive statistics were produced for the demographic portion and a series of
independent t-tests were administered to each of the 32 statements. In total, 368 students
chose to participate in the survey. Of these, 310 were enrolled full-time and thus were
allowed to complete the survey. The survey closed for the remaining 58 students who
were not enrolled full-time. Thus, the data analyzed resulted from the responses of the
310 students who were enrolled full-time. Of these, approximately 75% were female and
25% were male; approximately 76% were Caucasian, 17% were African American, 4%
were Hispanic, 1% was of Asian descent, and 2% preferred not to disclose their ethnicity.
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For approximately 77% of participants, the community college was first on their list of
possible schools to attend. Roughly 79% of students who participated in the study lived
in one of the counties within the community college district. Of these, approximately
57% chose that they planned on leaving the area, whilst 43% chose that they did not plan
to leave – these groups were defined as the in-district leavers and the in-district stayers.
Out of the 21% who did not live in the community college district, 65% chose that they
planned to leave the area that they currently resided in. The remaining 35% chose that
they did not plan to leave – these groups were defined as the out-of-district leavers and
out-of-district stayers.
Both leaver groups (in-district and out-of-district) were asked how far they were
planning to move away. Of the total 177 responses collected, 58 of the participants chose
that they planned to move approximately 1-2 hours away, while 55 chose that they were
going to move out of the state. The remaining 64 students chose the following: 20
planned to move two or more hours away, but not out of state, 25 planned to move
approximately one hour away, and the remaining 19 planned to move less than one hour
away. The leaver groups were also asked why they were planning to leave the area in
which they currently resided; they were allowed to choose multiple reasons. Education
was the top choice, as 45% of participants chose this as the, or one of the, main reasons
they planned to move. Education was followed by “occupation/career,” as roughly 36%
of students chose that they were leaving due to a career or occupational move. Finally,
approximately 9% of the leavers chose that they were planning on moving for “family,”
while the remaining 10% chose “other” reasons. Of note, the in-district and out-of-district
stayers selected “family” as the main reason they were wanting to remain in their current
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location and/or town, as 47% of respondents marked this choice. The remaining reasons
participants chose to stay in the area were as follows, in order: occupation/career
(approximately 26%), education (15%), and “other” (11%; note that results have been
rounded, and thus may not equate to 100 once calculated). Also essential to note is that,
since both the leaver and stayer groups were able to choose multiple responses as the
reason(s) they wished to leave or stay in the area, the stayers chose more reasons than the
leavers. The stayers (a total of 125) collectively selected 220 reasons they planned on
staying in their current location/town, while leavers (a total of 178) chose 243 reasons
why they planned to leave. This equates to the leavers selecting 1.37 reasons per leaver,
while the stayers chose 1.76 reasons per stayer. Thus, the stayers seemed to have more
reasons that they wished to stay in the area than the leavers had for leaving. This implies
that perhaps some of the leavers would eventually wish to return to the area – since there
appears to be less of a draw to leave per person, than there is to stay.
The data analyses that followed were based upon these distinct four groups, and
how they rated, on a Likert scale of 1-6, the 32 statements dispersed through survey
questions 11, 18, 19, 20, and 21, each of which aligned with research questions one, two,
three, four, and five, respectively.
Research question one: To what extent are there significant differences in
perceptions of “intent to leave” as measured by the Student Community College
Perception Instrument for self-identified “leavers” and “stayers?”
Survey question 11 contained three statements and was used to assess the
students’ plans to leave their current institution. Note that all participants received this
question, regardless of whether they planned on staying or leaving, although the name of
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the question may imply differently. Earlier in the survey students were asked whether
they planned on leaving their current location, or the surrounding area within the
community college district. Survey question 11 merely asks all participants whether they
intend to transfer, withdraw, or drop-out from their community college. The participants’
ratings of statement one, “I plan to transfer to another college or university within 6
months from now…” varied. The leavers within the district chose that they were more
likely to transfer than not (M = 3.14). This is understandable for, as aforementioned, 45%
of leavers chose education as one of their reasons for leaving. Stayers were less likely to
transfer within 6 months (M = 2.48), which is also likely since they, by choice, are
staying in their current location. The leavers outside of the district were also likely to
transfer within 6 months (M = 3.43) and were even more so inclined to do so than the
leavers within the district. The stayers outside of the district, however, were the least
likely of the four groups to transfer (M = 1.95). Conclusion 1: Significant differences
existed between the leavers and stayers within the district and between the leavers and
stayers outside of the district. The leavers, on average, were more likely to transfer to
another college within 6 months than were the stayers. Question 11 also asked the
participants to rate their agreeance with “I plan to withdraw from my college 6 months
from now…”. Neither the leavers, nor the stayers, within the district planned to withdraw
from their community college (M = 1.63 and M = 1.53, respectively). The leavers outside
of the district were also not likely to withdraw (M = 1.61), but the stayers were far less
likely to withdraw than the other groups (M = 1.05). Hence, there was a significant
difference between the leavers and stayers outside of the district. Conclusion 2: The
stayers outside of the district were less likely to withdraw from the institution than were
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the other groups, although no single group on average planned to withdraw. These
stayers outside of the district significantly differed from the leavers outside of the district.
Finally, statement three of question 11 asked the students to rate their plans to drop out of
college. None of the groups were likely to drop out, as this item averaged the lowest
rating overall, with a mean of 1.07. Each of the leavers and stayers outside of the district
gave this item a (1) on the Likert scale, choosing that they “strongly disagree” that they
plan to drop out of college within 6 months. The stayers within the district, while not
likely overall, were the most likely to drop-out, with a mean of 1.21. Conclusion 3: None
of the groups were likely to drop out of college. Leavers and stayers did significantly
differ in their intentions to leave, as rated on their intent to transfer and intent to
withdraw from college, as leavers were more likely than stayers to transfer or withdraw
within 6 months.
These patterns in the data conclude that those who plan to leave a rural area do
differ from those who plan to stay regarding their perceptions of their intent to leave via
transferring, withdrawing, or dropping-out. This is expected, as those who plan to leave
chose that education was a main reason for doing so, and thus it was not surprising for
their intent to transfer to be rated more highly than stayers. Likewise, since stayers
identified family as one of the main reasons for staying in their locale, the stayers were
less likely to transfer to another institution and were less likely to withdraw than leavers.
One possible reason for this is that stayers might have identified a program that would
enable them to remain in the area and be close to family – a program that would not lead
to a need to transfer, and one from which the students would not want to withdraw from.
Future studies would do well to tie the choice of leaving and staying with the program(s)
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the students were enrolled in. It would be interesting to see if, in fact, stayers were more
likely to be enrolled in a career/technical field than leavers. Note that the stayers outside
of the district were less likely than any other group to transfer or withdraw, suggesting
that they chose the college for specific programs of value to them that would enable them
to complete their degree and remain employed in their chosen locale. To date, little
research has been done to understand why community college attendees and those who
hold an associate’s degree choose to leave or stay in a rural area (Fiore et al., 2014; Rerat,
2014). Since the data collected here imply that most community college students who
deem themselves as stayers do not intend to leave an area (either through transferring,
withdrawing, or dropping out), and choose to stay for familial reasons, while the leavers
participating in the study were more likely to choose “education” and
“occupation/career” as their reasons to leave, whilst also being more likely to transfer and
withdraw than stayers, it would seem that personal and education-based reasons have a
lot to do with why rural educated youth leave or stay. These findings align well with
those of Petrin et al. (2014) who found in their study on educational sorting that students
“who report planning to attend a 4-year college or university are more likely to be
classified as Leavers versus Stayers” (p. 312) who don’t return home after college. If this
could be studied further, one might could reveal exactly why students make these
choices, and if there is anything that can be done to change the minds of those who wish
to leave.
Research question two: To what extent are there significant differences in
perceptions of “initial impressions” as measured by the Student Community College
Perception Instrument for self-identified “leavers” and “stayers?”
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Survey question 18 contained nine statements and aligned with research question
two, which concerns whether leavers and stayers differ in their perceptions of their
“initial impressions” of the college. All four groups positively rated that they “felt that a
degree (from the community college) would provide job opportunities,” “felt that the size
of (the community college) was appropriate,” that “the campus environment felt
personable when (they) visited,” “that (the community college) would provide strong
research opportunities for students,” “that attending (their) community college would
enable (them) to gain practical knowledge,” that “(the community college) offered the
academic programs (they were) interested in,” “that the distance from home would be
manageable,” “the cost of (the community college) was reasonable,” and that they “knew
(the community college) had a good reputation.” Overall, both the leavers and stayers
seemed to positively rate the college on all initial impressions. One significant difference
existed among the nine questions: the stayers within the district felt more strongly that the
college provided academic programs that they were interested in. Moreover, although
there was not a significant difference between the two groups living outside of the
district, a small- to medium-sized effect existed, showing that there was a small
difference between the leavers and stayers here as well, with the stayers rating the item
more positively than the leavers. On almost every item rated, the stayers more positively
rated the college on initial impressions than the leavers, although the differences were not
significant. Conclusion 4: The stayers more positively rated six of the nine statements
concerning “initial impressions” of the college. The difference was significant in the
stayers’ perceptions that the college offered academic programs they were interested in.
As previously mentioned in this study, over 550 community college districts serve rural
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locales, and thus it would be helpful to understand if by offering programs of value to
students, community colleges could hold promise in stemming the brain drain by
increasing the number of students who wish to remain locally and who are interested in
their programming (Rural Community College Alliance, 2018). It is important to note
that the significant difference uncovered here resulted from stayers more positively rating
that the community college offered academic programs they were interested in.
Extending past the scope of this study, it would be beneficial to ascertain whether
community colleges offering baccalaureate programs would be better primed to offer
leavers with programs of interest and stayers with programs that could assist in their
human capital elevation, as these institutions are becoming more prevalent, with over 400
bachelor’s degrees being offered by 86 community colleges in 16 states in 2017 (Taylor,
2017). The trend of community colleges offering the bachelor’s degree is growing, as
three additional states allowed community colleges to offer the degree in 2018 (Paterson,
2018).
Furthermore, a small-sized effect existed between the leavers and stayers within
the district, as the stayers out-rated the leavers that “the campus environment felt
personable when I visited.” Also, the stayers outside of the district more positively rated
that “the distance from home would be manageable,” as a medium-sized effect existed
between the stayers and the leavers outside of the district. It is important to note that the
stayers, who largely chose “family” as one of their reasons to stay, more positively rated
the statement concerning the institutions’ distance from home. It is interesting to note
that the reviews were varied on the feelings that a degree from the college would provide
job opportunities, however. Since this is a key facet of interest to the study, the researcher
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finds it important to note that mixed results were found. The leavers within the district
rated this item the lowest (M = 4.74), followed by a higher rating from stayers within the
district (M = 4.85); both the leavers and stayers outside of the district out-rated their
within-district counterparts, but the leavers rated this item more positively than any other
group (M = 5.11 for the outside leavers and M = 5.05 of the out-of-district stayers).
Although all groups positively rated that a degree from the college would lead to job
opportunities, it is difficult to assess whether being a leaver or stayer had any impact on
the students’ perceptions of job opportunities, since the results are varied and all groups
similarly rated the item. It would be of importance for future studies to tie this statement
with the types of programs the leavers and stayers were enrolled in. Would the results be
any different if it was known whether certain leavers and stayers were enrolled in
career/technical programs, whilst others were enrolled in those intended for transfer?
Also important to note is that the leavers living outside of the district most felt that the
“community college would enable (them) to gain practical knowledge.” Perhaps this is in
light of the possible reasons out-of-district students, who intend to leave the rural area,
sought an education at the institution – those students might have felt that the college
provided a high-level of education and thus chose to attend; the community college was
indeed the first choice of approximately 76% of students. This same group of leavers also
rated lowest the importance that their “distance from home would be manageable”,
further suggesting that their choice of college was more based upon the practical
knowledge offered and less by its proximity to “home.” Conclusion 5: Both groups of
stayers more positively rated that the campus environment was personable and that the
distance from home was more manageable, while the outside leavers most felt that they
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would gain practical knowledge from the college and that a degree from the college
would provide job opportunities.
Research question three: To what extent are there significant differences in
perceptions of “institutional fit” as measured by the Student Community College
Perception Instrument for self-identified “leavers” and “stayers?”
Survey question 19 aligned with the third research question concerning
“institutional fit” and contained four statements, each of which was accompanied by a
Likert scale of 1-6. The main question asked students to “reflect on how well you fit at
(the community college). The SULI, from which the SCCPI was adapted, was utilized to
aid the researchers Vianden and Barlow (2014) in better understanding to what degree, if
any, student perceptions of university loyalty impacted the students’ intentions to
withdraw or leave the institution in the future. The researchers believed that if students
could be better informed of the college and be made to feel closer connections to it, that
their likelihood to withdraw would decrease. If this connection could prove to be true,
then colleges could have some form of control over increasing their retention and
graduation rates – by treating the student as a “consumer,” and deepening the studentuniversity bond, the institution could benefit. The researchers found that the highest
predictors of student loyalty were the intent to leave (of the student) and the student’s
satisfaction and “fit” in relation to the university the student was enrolled in (Vianden &
Barlow, 2014). Therefore, if a student had a greater initial commitment to the university,
then their perceptions of it were more likely to be favorable (Vianden & Barlow, 2014).
Since roughly 76% of participants’ first choice of college was the one they were enrolled
in, it is not surprising to see that each leaver and stayer group averaged a positive rating
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on all four of the statements included in survey question 19 concerning “institutional fit.”
Furthermore, in line with the study performed by Vianden and Barlow (2014), at least
one group of stayers (within district or out-of-district) more positively rated their
perception of institutional fit than leavers on all four categories. Conclusion 6: Withindistrict stayers more positively rated their perceptions of “institutional fit” than did the
in-district leavers on all four statements. Out-of-district stayers out-rated their leaver
counterparts on three of the four statements.
The only statement for which both groups of stayers did not out-rate their leaver
counterparts was statement one, in which case the out-of-district stayers gave the lowest
rating for “I feel I fit in here at this college.” However, although the rating was the
lowest, it still carried a high mean of 4.77. The highest was received from the stayers
within the district (M = 5.06). A small-sized effect did exist between the leavers and
stayers within the district, as the stayers more positively felt that they fit in with the
college, with leavers averaging 4.81. Next, a small- to medium-sized effect existed
between the out-of-district leavers and stayers on statement two, as the stayers more
positively rated that they “never feel marginalized or discriminated against at (the
community college). The out-of-district leavers had the lowest mean of all the groups, as
they collectively averaged a 4.97 rating of statement two. Every other group averaged
above 5.20. The leavers and stayers within the district varied slightly in their feelings of
belonging at the community college, with a small-sized effect existing between the
groups. Both groups rated the item positively, but stayers most felt as if they belonged at
the college than did leavers. Surprising perhaps here, is that the stayers outside of the
district most felt that they belonged at the college than any other group. In fact, a
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medium-sized effect existed between the stayers and leavers outside of the district, as
stayers averaged a positive rating of 5.50 while leavers averaged 5.00. Lastly, all four
groups similarly rated that they felt connected to their community college, and thus there
are reasons to believe that this particular college must do a fair job at connecting with
students. Even so, both groups of leavers rated their connection lower than any of the
stayers. This is an important finding for the study and for the college, as research has
shown that students who have a stronger connection to and “fit” with their college are
less likely to leave and are more likely to perceive it as favorable (Vianden & Barlow,
2014; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2001). The findings of this study echo those of previous
researchers, suggesting that those who are stayers are more likely to feel a connection and
a sense of belonging with their college. Conclusion 7: The leavers, overall, felt less
connected and perceived their “fit” more negatively than did most of the stayers,
although no significant differences existed.
Research question four: To what extent are there significant differences in
perceptions of “student-community college bond” as measured by the Student
Community College Perception Instrument for self-identified “leavers” and “stayers?”
Survey question 20 contains eight statements and aligns with research question
four, which is concerned with the differences in leavers’ and stayers’ perceptions of
“student-community college bond.” For six of the eight statements, the leavers within the
district rated their bond with the college worse than any of the groups. For all eight
statements, the stayers outside of the district held the most positive feelings concerning
their institutional bond (the out-of-district stayers tied with their leaver counterparts in the
rating of statement seven). Conclusion 8: The in-district leavers, on average, felt the least
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positive about their bond with the college, whereas the out-of-district stayers felt the most
positive. For statement one, “I care about my college,” the in-district leavers averaged the
lowest at 4.85, whilst the out-of-district stayers felt the most positive with a mean of 5.36.
Although no significant differences existed between any groups, a small-sized effect did
for the leavers and stayers outside of the district. Although all groups positively rated
statement two, “I am proud to be a student at my college,” the out-of-district stayers were
prouder to a student at the college than any other group. Likewise, while all groups were
positive concerning their defensiveness if anyone said something negative about the
college (statement three), the out-of-district stayers felt the most positive (M = 4.82 for
out-of-district stayers, M = 4.08 for out-of-district leavers, M = 4.16 for within-district
stayers, and M = 4.27 for within-district leavers). Perhaps since this group of stayers most
cared about their college and were the proudest to be at the college, they were thus more
likely to become defensive if a person said something negative about it. For statement
four, “I would recommend my college to others,” a small-sized effect existed between the
leavers and stayers within the district, with the stayers more positively rating the item
than the leavers (M = 5.47 and M = 5.25, respectively). Likewise, the stayers outside of
the district out-rated the leavers with an average of 5.55 to 5.31, and a medium-sized
effect between the two was found. Small-sized effects also existed between the leavers
and stayers within the district and between the leavers and stayers outside of the district
for statement five, which concerned whether the students would choose the college over
again if given the chance. On average, all groups rated this item positively, but the stayers
of both groups more positively felt that they would choose the college again than did
their leaver counterparts. It is noteworthy that the stayers, regardless of where they were
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living, would be more apt to choose their college again if they were given a second
chance, whereas the leavers were less likely to do so. This also aligns with Vianden and
Barlow’s (2014) findings that “if students’ initial commitment to the institution (was)
strong, it (would) foster their continuous favorable perceptions of the university and their
loyalty” (p. 26). Again, it would be interesting to analyze how leavers and stayers rated
the community college as first of their choices of institutions to attend. For future studies,
it would be helpful to include this criterion in a subsequent survey.
The data results were mixed for statement six, “It is important to me to graduate
from my college,” with the in-district stayers rating the item the lowest (M = 5.56) and
the out-of-district stayers rating it the highest (M = 5.68) of the groups. Note that the
groups of leavers did not significantly differ from the stayers in their ratings of this item,
but it is somewhat interesting that more clear results were not received. Due to the
aforementioned studies and connections drawn between institutional fit and student
satisfaction (and by extension, retention and possibly graduation rates), the researcher
expected to find all stayers out-rating their leaver counterparts.
Finally, the in-district leavers seemed to give a far lesser rating for statement
seven, “I am interested in remaining connected to my college” than any other group (M =
3.94), as all other groups averaged a positive rating of at least 4.24. Both the leavers and
stayers outside of the district rated this item more positively than the stayers and leavers
within the district. However, no significant differences or effect sizes were found.
Likewise, the leavers and stayers outside of the district rated statement eight, “I plan on
contributing financially to my college…” more positively than both in-district groups. A
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small-sized effect was found between the leavers and stayers outside of the district, with
the stayers more positively out-rating the leavers.
Conclusion 9: While no significant differences existed, the stayers, on average,
more positively reflected on their bond with the community college.
Research question five: To what extent are there significant differences in
perceptions of “perceived learning gains” as measured by the Student Community
College Perception Instrument for self-identified “leavers” and “stayers?”
Survey question 21, which asked the students to “reflect on how much (the
community college) has influenced your learning,” aligns with the fifth research question
concerning “perceived learning gains.” For each of the eight statements included in
question 21 at least one stayer group held the highest average rating. Likewise, for all
eight statements, at least one of the leaver groups held the lowest average rating. Since an
effect size or significant differences were found for all statements but one, an overview of
each follows. The only statement for which no significant findings or effect sizes were
found was statement one, “My college is helping me figure out who I am as a person.”
The leavers and stayers within the district had an identical average rating (M = 4.45),
whereas the stayers outside of the district more positively rated the item than any other
group. The leavers and stayers outside of the district more positively rated item two, “My
college is helping me to be the best student I can be academically,” than the in-district
groups, resulting in a medium-sized effect between the out-of-district groups.
Both groups of stayers more positively rated statement three, “My college is
helping me explore potential careers,” than did their leaver counterparts. Since no
meaningful results were found for the statement concerning feelings that a degree from
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the college would provide job opportunities (research question two), it is important to
note that, while no significant differences were found, small-sized effects existed
between each leaver and stayer group concerning the statement that the college was
indeed helping students explore potential careers. In fact, the stayers living outside of the
district more positively rated this item than did their in-district counterparts, with the outof-district leavers doing the same. Note that a more positive rating from both groups of
stayers concerning “my college is helping me explore potential careers” does not
necessarily equate to the stayers being made aware of more job opportunities, however.
This is still an important finding, as Petrin et al. (2014) discovered in their study that
when a student believed that “many people in the area have to move to get jobs” they
were “positively associated with being classified as a Leaver versus a Stayer” and that “it
is student perceptions of employment opportunities that differentiate leavers from
stayers” (p. 317, 322). Finally, it must be mentioned that the same group concluded that
there exists a “tendency of Leavers to disproportionately perceive limited local
employment opportunities” (Petrin et al., 2014, p. 317). By extension, it would seem that
if a college can better make their students aware of career options and opportunities, then
those students would be more likely to stay in the local area rather than leaving, which
would lessen the local brain drain. Indeed, the stayers in this study more positively felt
that the college was helping them explore potential occupations, while the leavers more
negatively rated this statement. Conclusion 10: On average, stayers more positively felt
that the college was enabling them to be the best students academically and that the
college was helping them explore potential careers.
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The in-district stayers more positively rated statement five, “My college is
assisting me in becoming a more involved citizen,” than any other group, whilst their
leaver counterparts averaged the lowest rating (M = 4.54 and M = 4.20, respectively).
Thus, a small-sized effect was found between the two. Note that the stayers living outside
of the community college district also more positively rated this item than did the leavers
outside of the district. Perhaps since the stayers plan on remaining in the area they reside
in, they are more inclined to proactively seek involved at the college and community
levels.
For the final three statements, “My college is assisting me in developing more
self-confidence,” “My college is helping me to become a more effective leader,” and
“My college has made me aware of diversity issues,” the out-of-district stayers averaged
the most positive ratings, while the out-of-district leavers averaged the lowest. Thus, a
significant difference was found between the two for all three statements. Furthermore,
the in-district stayers more positively rated all three statements than the leavers living
within the district. Conclusion 11: The stayers more positively felt that the college was
developing their self-confidence, helping them to become more effective leaders, and
making them aware of diversity issues, than the leavers, with the out-of-district stayers
averaging the most positive reviews.
While most of the statements were positively reviewed by both the leavers and the
stayers, the stayers, on average, consistently rated statements more positively than did the
leavers. The results of the data agree well with the findings of Vianden and Barlow’s
(2014) study concerning student loyalty to universities. They believed that “students who
develop positive attitudes or emotions towards their institution are more likely to persist
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and graduate than their peers who do not connect with their college or university on an
emotional level” (p. 16). Indeed, the stayers were less likely to transfer or withdraw from
their college, while, on average, the stayers had more positive initial impressions of the
college, better felt that they fit in at the college, had a stronger bond with the college, and
more positively felt that the college had influenced their learning.
Limitations
The results of the study arise from a single community college district in the rural
state of Mississippi, and thus, at best, are generalizable to other rural institutions. The
researcher wishes not to disclose the exact enrollment count, the student-faculty ratio, or
other distinctive numbers, so as not to disclose the identity of the institution. Thus,
researchers might find it difficult to determine whether other institutions or locales would
be similar in nature to the college and area included in the study. Other limitations of the
present study follow.
1. Whilst the 368 participants equate to a fairly large sample for the study, the
students represent slightly less than 10% of the students enrolled in the
college. A higher percentage of participants would better represent the student
body, and thus would make the results of the study more generalizable.
2. As a result of extensive study in the field, the researcher is prone to
assumptions considering leavers and stayers in general, and whilst these
assumptions are hopefully absent within the study, there remains a possibility
that these assumptions exist.
3. Although correlations between the independent and dependent variables can
be made, it is not plausible to assume that, for example, because students
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averaged a certain rating on a subsection of the survey, that they felt a
distinctive way on another. The data analyses cannot prove causation.
Recommendations
Several recommendations could be made for community college administrators
and policymakers, as well as state- and national-level policymakers, for the results of the
study find that individuals who more positively perceive their college, who feel they
better fit in with their college, who have a stronger bond with their college, and who more
positively feel that the college influences their learning are more likely to become a
stayer and remain in their rural area. This is a noteworthy finding, because it implies that
if the leavers could be made to have more positive feelings for and interactions with their
community colleges, that perhaps they would be more likely to stay. Furthermore, only
57% of study participants living within the community college district identified that they
planned on leaving the area. While that number represents over half of students surveyed,
the number is not overwhelmingly in favor of “leavers.” While a study of this nature has
yet to be conducted at the university level to determine whether students enrolled in a 4year college intend to leave or stay, it can be reasoned that community colleges are doing
a fair job at keeping those they serve “home.” This is impressive, for thus far,
policymakers at the state level seem to only have considered to attempt to entice those
with bachelor’s degrees to stay, with the proposed “Brain Drain Tax Credit” (Kittredge,
2018). However, it would seem that community colleges are doing their share in
alleviating the brain drain, since 43% of their in-district students plan to stay. So, perhaps
policies could be devised that would assist the community colleges in their efforts of
educating rural individuals, while promoting existing programs and incorporating new
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programs that could hold the potential for better making a case for leavers to stay. For
community college administrators, it appears that, indeed, forging a bond with students,
making them aware of career opportunities, and increasing their initial impressions of the
college do make a difference in students choosing to remain in the local area.
Implications for Future Research
As the study closed, the researcher unearthed several ways in which the survey
could be improved so that the results would be better linked to the students’ reasons to
leave or stay. For example:
1. A future study of this nature might wish to link the question concerning which
program(s) the students are enrolled in to whether they plan to leave or remain
in the area. This would better enable the researcher to determine if a student’s
choice of major results in a higher probability of the student leaving or
staying.
2. A future study might also do well to link the choice of leaving or staying with
the students’ first choice of college. It would be interesting to determine
whether the college’s ranking as an option for students correlated in any way
with whether they planned to leave or stay in the area.
3. A future survey should include a series of questions requesting leavers to
disclose whether they plan on moving back to the area, why, and when. This
would shed light on helping to determine whether these leavers are permanent
leavers or possibly future “boomerang” students, as well as enable rural
policymakers to better understand and promote the reasons leavers choose to
return “home.”
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In the future, researchers would be wise to add to the survey a question
concerning whether participants were first generation college students. Whilst a
demographic question was included which asked the study participants to indicate the
level of education held by their parent(s) or guardian(s), the results of this question could
not directly identify whether any participants were first generation college students, as
the results overall simply indicated the level of education for one or both parents.
It would also add to the growing body of research on the topic if the possible
reverse implications of the present study were considered. Whilst this study was
interested in identifying simply whether differences existed between the leavers and
stayers concerning their perception of the college, institutional bond and fit, perceived
learning gains, and intent to leave, it would be enlightening to incorporate a survey which
would consider how the institution could best serve and “target” leavers in order to
increase the likelihood they would become stayers. An example of such follows, along
with recommendations for surveys which could better target stayers.
1. A survey could be built so that if a participant negatively rated a survey item
considering the college, a follow-up question would be delivered to the
student – one which could probe into the student’s reasoning.
2. It would also be helpful to do the same for stayers so that the researcher could
better understand how the students build connections with the college, in
hopes that these connections could then be built with leavers and deepened
with stayers.
3. Finally, a study could be postulated that would focus primarily on stayers in
the community and how the community college might better support the
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stayers in their efforts of gaining employment and increasing their personal
human capital levels.
The survey in this study was sent to a single, rural community college in the
Southeastern United States. It would prove helpful if this study was repeated with several
community colleges, rural and urban, across the nation in order to better determine the
connections between community colleges and leavers and stayers. Likewise, a study of
this nature should also be replicated at the university-level to better understand the impact
universities may have on whether students choose to subsequently leave or remain in a
rural area.
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Section 1: Demographics
1. Are you a full-time student? *If student clicks “no”, survey will end. If “yes”, continue to
question #2.
2. Field of study -> Career/Technical or Transfer
3. Do you currently live in the community college district? (will list counties for reference,
but student will not have to choose county)
4. Gender
5. Age
6. Ethnicity
7. Was this (community college) first on your list of possible choices before you enrolled?
8. Please indicate the highest academic degree your parents or guardians completed.
9. (new question) After completing my education here, I plan on leaving the surrounding
area. (yes or no options)
10. (new question) If yes to #4 show: I am planning on moving in search of: (options are
job/career, education, family, other)
11. (new question) If yes to #4, show: I plan on moving: (options are one hour away, two
hours away, out of state, etc.).
12. (new question) If no to #4 show: I am planning on staying in the surrounding area
because of: (options are job/career, education, family, other)
Section 2: Intent to Leave
1. I plan to transfer to another college or university within 6 months from now (to be closer
to family or friends, because I want to study in a major not offered here, etc.).
2. I plan to withdraw from my (college) within 6 months from now (it is possible I may
attend at a later date).
3. I plan on dropping out of college within 6 months from now (I do not plan on finishing
my degree).
Section 3: Initial Impressions of the Community College
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

I felt that a degree from this (community college) would provide job opportunities
I felt the size of this (community college) was appropriate
The campus environment felt personable when I visited
I felt this (community college) would provide strong research opportunities for students
I felt that attending my (community college) would enable me to gain practical
knowledge
6. This (community college) offered the academic programs I was interested in
7. I felt that the distance from home would be manageable
8. I felt the cost of this (community college) was reasonable
9. I knew this (community college) had a good reputation
Section 4: Institutional Fit
1. I feel I fit in here at this (community college)
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2. I never feel marginalized or discriminated against at this (community college)
3. I feel like I belong at my (community college)
4. I feel connected to my (community college)
Section 5: Student-Community College Bond
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

I care about my (community college)
I am proud to be a student at my (community college)
I get defensive whenever people say something negative about my (community college)
I would recommend my (community college) to others
I would choose my (community college) again if I could do it over
It is important to me to graduate from my (community college)
I am interested in remaining connected with my (community college) after I graduate
I plan on contributing financially to my (community college) at some point in the future

Section 6: Perceived Learning Gains
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

My (community college) is helping me figure out who I am as a person
My (community college) is helping me to be the best student I can be academically
My (community college) is helping me explore potential careers
My (community college) is helping me refine my interpersonal communication skills
My (community college) is assisting me in becoming a more involved citizen
My (community college) is assisting me in developing more self-confidence
My (community college) is helping prepare me to become a more effective leader
8. My (community college) has made me aware of diversity issues
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Letter of Consent
Research study: Examining the rural brain drain: Can community colleges plug the drain?
IRB approval number: 18-530

Please read the following consent information below before proceeding to take the
survey. It is highly important that you understand that your participation is completely
voluntary, the information you share will be kept confidential and anonymous, and that
you may withdraw at any time. If you decide to participate in the research study, your
completion of the survey indicates your consent.

Researcher
This study is conducted by Katie Oswalt, a doctoral candidate at Mississippi State
University, in order to complete her dissertation. The research is under the direction of
Dr. Stephanie King (Mississippi State University).

Procedures
You have been invited to participate in a research study by completing a survey. You will
be asked to respond to questions concerning your perception of various aspects of the
community college, including your fit with the institution, your impressions, and learning
gains (among others). You will also be asked to identify if you plan on leaving the area
you currently reside in after you complete your education, or if you plan on staying. The
survey should take approximately 10-15 minutes to complete. There are no known risks
to those who wish to participate in the survey. By completing the survey, you
165

acknowledge that you are at least 18 years of age or older. Your responses are
anonymous and will be kept confidential. The data collected through the survey will only
be used for data analysis purposes.

Benefits
There are no direct benefits for participants. One participant will be randomly chosen to
receive a $50 Amazon gift card. The findings of the study will be used to analyze
whether those who plan on leaving the area differ from those who choose to stay
concerning their perceptions of varying aspects of the community college. The results
will shed light on whether the community college can be effective in offering programs
and job opportunities to students who would in turn choose to remain and work in
Mississippi. By agreeing to participate in the study, you are acknowledging that your
responses will be collected and used for data analysis.

Confidentiality and Participation
All responses will be kept confidential and anonymous. At the end of the survey,
respondents will be given the opportunity to opt-in to a drawing for a $50 Amazon gift
card. The gift card will be sent electronically to the winner, and thus, by opting in to the
drawing, the participant must provide their email address in order to receive the gift card.
He or she may give any email address they wish; they do not have to provide their school
email address. Furthermore, the email address given will be kept separate from the survey
responses, so that the responses are kept completely anonymous.
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Participation is completely voluntary. Your refusal to participate will involve no penalty.
You are free to withdraw at any time. There are no consequences for not taking the
survey, or from withdrawing during it.

Questions concerning the study
If you have any questions or concerns, you are welcome to contact the researcher, Katie
Oswalt, at 662.325.0204, or via email at koswalt@colled.msstate.edu. The director of the
research may be contacted at sking@colled.msstate.edu.

The survey utilizes Qualtrics© to obtain responses and data. Please note that Qualtrics©
may anonymize and aggregate data for its business purposes, per the terms of service.
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Hello,
Thank you for taking the time to read this email and complete the survey at the link
above. I am a doctoral candidate at Mississippi State University, and in order to complete
my dissertation and earn my degree, I am seeking your assistance in completing a survey
concerning your perceptions of the community college and your plans upon finishing
your education.
Your participation in the survey is completely voluntary and your responses will be kept
anonymous. At the end of the survey, you will be asked if you would like to opt in to a
drawing for a $50 Amazon gift card. If you wish to do so, the information you enter for
the drawing will be separated from your survey responses so that your answers can not be
traced back to you. Your information will solely be used to send you the electronic gift
card, if you are chosen as the winner.
There are no known risks associated with your participation in the study, but you may
withdraw at any time if you wish to do so, and for any reason. The survey can be taken
on a computer, as well as any mobile device, and should take approximately 10-15
minutes to complete. If you are willing to participate, please read the attached informed
consent letter before proceeding to take the survey. Thank you so much for your
participation in this research study! I am asking that surveys be completed by March 11th,
2019.
Sincerely,
Katie Oswalt
Ph.D. candidate, Community College Leadership
Department of Educational Leadership
Mississippi State University
koswalt@colled.msstate.edu
662.325.0204
Please click on the following link or copy and paste it into your web browser to take the
survey
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